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5 
Introduction  
 
“It is said that an anarchist society is impossible.  
Artistic activity is the process of realising the impossible.” 
Max Blechman, Toward an Anarchist Aesthetic 
 
Presently, alter-global and anti-capitalistic movements, with their creative and artistic acts of 
resistance, provocative actions and interventions, have provided an artistic and cultural di-
mension to the anarchist and anti-authoritarian politics, conferring it a certain degree of visi-
bility in the global consciousness. Visual and emotional modes of communication are today a 
fundamental part of the new forms of resistance. Guerrilla performances, symbolic actions, 
aesthetic creativity and aesthetic destruction have become a significant component of the an-
ti-authoritarian anarchistic politics. Being ideologically closed to anarchist and anti-
authoritarian politics and personally interested in the artistic activities existing outside of the 
institutional circuits, I decided to focus my thesis on the increasing number of local and glob-
al acts of protest and solidarity that use visual, artistic and pragmatic components as effective 
ways of making claims, statements and reclaiming spaces. Clearly, the artistic groups taken 
in consideration in this thesis are just representative of the constellation of artists around the 
world applying their ability and talent to awake consciousness and promote changes.  
A close liaison between aesthetics and politics in anti-authoritarian socio-political 
movements has existed for long time. Political movements have influenced numerous artistic 
trends of the 20
th
 and 21
st
 centuries, including social realism, Dada, Surrealism, Situationism 
and many others. The rejection by Dada and Surrealism of the existing artistic traditions and 
social conventions had certainly a considerable influence on the view of art as an insurrectio-
nary practice. However, the incorporation of the Surrealist and Dada aesthetic practices into 
the popular culture and the commercial circuits demonstrates the risk for the aesthetic strate-
gies of alter-culture and radical art to be recaptured, neutralized and transformed by the capi-
talistic system into new forms of control and commodification. Numerous artistic movements 
from the sixties, in particular the Situationists, the Black Mask and the Italian Teatro Com-
unitario, extended this line of thinking and interpreted violent and non-violent acts of politi-
cal intervention as the realization of avant-garde artists‟ desire to disrupt the boundaries be-
tween art and life, between saying and doing. Different artistic groups intentionally devel-
oped direct actions and new aesthetic means to contest and to destabilize the capitalistic op-
6 
pressive cultural authority of the postmodern world, stimulating “the consciousness creation 
of political/aesthetic situations as contexts for collective revolutionary action”.1 
My argument is that anti-authoritarian anarchist DIY groups adopt tactics of direct ac-
tion that can be recognized as a form of artistic and political performance. According to 
George McKay, professor of cultural studies, these groups adopt three forms of expression: 
direct action, the realization of alternative media and the establishment of autonomous 
space.
2
 They use the method of illegal and clandestine direct action to subvert the status quo, 
giving shape to acts of “Poetic Terrorism” and “poetry of the deed”. The aim of the this thesis 
is to gain insights into the strategies of direct action applied by contemporary anti-
authoritarian artistic groups, such as Voina, Dost je! Reclaim the Streets and Atopie, for un-
dermining the current hierarchical capitalistic world system. Graffiti works, creative sabotage 
and radical performances will be read as methods of direct action that is the vital strategy of 
creative resistance. Triggered by innovative and experimental impulses, these actions, though 
not always intended to be perceived as art, display an innate artistic dimension. Indeed, the 
hybrid essence of these actions allows the simultaneous coexistence of political and artistic 
spheres and creates the ground for emancipation through experimental practices. The status 
of subversive and often illegal and clandestine practice confers them an additional critical 
power over the established order. Indeed, the choice of these groups to operate outside and 
independently from museums and galleries circuits, allows them to exploit art for promoting 
the ideals of individuality, creativity and experimentation, escaping the risk to be reduced to a 
form of commodity and capital investment. The insurrectionary potential of art lies in its be-
ing intrinsically creative and experimental, enabling new ways of challenging authority and 
established modes of thinking and being. One of the members of the “burning cross” perfor-
mance, Goran Bertok, explicitly makes this claim: "Should it be a sterile, castrated, harmless 
thing intended only for galleries and for a narrow, privileged circle; or should art be a boun-
dary thing, a powerful and frequently dangerous thing that causes stir among the people? As 
for me, I'm interested in non-sterile art that is dangerous in a sense, and that brings novelty. 
Art as bourgeois evening dress, or as a sort of dessert, is not my subject of interest”.3 Outcast 
art practices, in this sense, represent the best frameworks for a rediscovery of the values of 
individuality, creativity and experimentation.  
                                                 
1 Schleuning 2013, p. 155. 
2 McKay 1998. 
3 Goran Bertok in the Mladina weekly, August 5, 2002, "Verska čustva in goreči križ" (Religious Feelings 
and the Burning Cross). 
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Postmodern anarchism had a central role in shaping anarchist aesthetics and in devel-
oping unconventional practices of creative resistance. Within the postmodern context, the 
anarchist theory shifted its attention to a more radical celebration of individualistic actions 
and freedom, refusing the concept of symbol, structure and ideology. Performance art, graffi-
ti, creative sabotage and disruption are some of the practices I will analyse using the theoreti-
cal contribution of contemporary thinkers such as Michael Rettray, Hakim Bey, Michel Fou-
cault, Jacques Rancière and Hanna Arent. The interaction of art and anarchism offers a theo-
retical trajectory that Michael Rattray defines as “functional anarchism”.4 Four of the five 
theoretical categories proposed by him will be considered to better understand the artistic di-
mensions of such actions and their congruence with the anarchist strategies of propaganda by 
the deed and direct action. Hakim Bey‟s anarchism praised networking and direct action to 
realize what he termed “poetic terrorism.” Bey‟s concepts of “Poetic Terrorism”, “Art Sabo-
tage” and “Immediatism” will be essential for defining the nature of the direct action as a 
form of art. Considering both art and politics as social constructions, Rancière proposed to 
read the relationship between them in terms of “dissensus”: “artworks can produce effects of 
“dissensus” precisely because they neither give lessons nor have any destination.”5 Ran-
cière‟s theories on “dissensus” as an effect produced by the artwork and “politics” as the con-
tinual “disruption of the system of governance”, together with Arendt‟s understanding of po-
litical action and Foucault‟s notion of “aesthetic of existence” and “positive critique” will be 
crucial for understanding the political nature of these actions that aim to provoke a change in 
“the distribution of the sensible”, activating processes of emancipation. Actions staged by 
Voina, Dost je! Atopie and events organized by RTS will be discussed as examples of direct 
actions and will be presented to highlight the artistic and aesthetic dimension of such tactics 
and to investigate their potentiality to realize moments of “dissensus” and to activate 
processes of emancipation.
6
 I will investigate how these tactics challenge and nullify the tra-
ditional division between activists and artists, life and art, and the liaison between artists and 
the global art system and market, “intervene(ing) in the distribution of the sensible and its re-
configuration”.7 These strategies, in equilibrium between visibility and invisibility, will be 
analysed as an attempt “to maintain the struggle at the stage of struggle”8.  
                                                 
4 Rattray, 2014. 
5 Rancière 2011, p.140 
6 Rancière  
7 Rancière, 2009a, p.25. 
8 Martinon 2005, p. 45. 
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In conclusion, guided by the specific views of the theorists mentioned above, I intend 
to explore the political engagement as a creative act: “This creative act without a face takes 
place every time a human being engages him or herself, in a passive or active, constructive or 
destructive way, in the general invention of the world, that is in the creation of a world that 
no longer allows itself to be represented, that no longer has sense, but is sense in the process 
of making sense.”9 Encouraging an understanding of such actions as cultural performance 
that promotes cultural critique and social revolution, this thesis aims to illustrate the role that 
these groups have in subverting the dominant hegemony and their contribution to the con-
struction of new subjectivities, new experimental practices and alternative realities. 
                                                 
9 Martinon 2005, p. 3. 
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 1. Direct action as form of art 
 
In his 1991 book Temporary Autonomous Zone, by revisiting Max Stirner‟s radical egoism, 
the anarchist writer Hakim Bey reintroduced what Bob Black first named “Type-3” anar-
chism.
10
 His anarchism was “neither collective nor individualist”, praised networking and di-
rect action to realize what he termed “poetic terrorism.” 11 Bey read anarchism as a temporary 
force, a “politics of random acts of protest” subverting the social structures of power. By in-
troducing Hakim Bey‟s concepts of “Poetic Terrorism”, “Art Sabotage” and “Immediatism”, 
the present chapter aims to elucidate the nature of the direct action as a form of art in the cre-
ation of an artistic context as a “Temporary Autonomous Zone”.To explain the poetic dimen-
sion of the “terrorist” actions that artists deploy to instigate radical changes I will use four of 
the five theoretical categories proposed by the art historian Michael Rattray: “critical ideal-
ism,” “creative nothing”, “creative disruption” and “art-as-life”. These conceptual categories, 
consistent with the anarchist strategies of propaganda by the deed and direct action, will en-
lighten the important connection between anarchism and art.  
 
1.1 Poetic terrorism and the creation of “Temporary Autonomous Zone” 
 
“We would continue to make every political act a moment of poetry.”12 
 
By exploring the political engagement as a creative act, and the creative act as political en-
gagement, I will investigate the capacity of the strategy of direct action employed by numer-
ous activists-artists to remove art from the commercial and institutionalised circuit, releasing 
it from its role of maid of capitalism. By the choice to operate outside and independently 
from the institutionalized art world, these actions politicize their own existence, implicitly be-
ing expression of self-critique. The critique raised by these practices is indeed conceived in 
two different but correlated and inseparable means: art as form of criticism toward the “socie-
ty” and art as form of criticism toward itself, its commodification and its manipulation. In the 
art history there have been several actions direct against galleries and museums. The perfor-
mances realized by the Guerrilla Art Action Group, the Black Mask and Alex Brenner in the 
                                                 
10 Bey, 1991, p. 62.  
11 Bey The Lemonade Ocean & Modern Times, http://hermetic.com/bey/lemonade.html, accessed on 
June 22, 2015. 
12 Jordan 1998, p. 139. 
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sixties and seventies are only few examples of the interventions direct against art and cultural 
institutions. Such actions meant to criticise, undermine and damage the process of institutio-
nalization of the art and can be recognized as artistic gestures of resistance that emerge “to 
overcome the commercializing and trivializing tactics of technocratic society”.13 These inter-
ventions and practices can be read as methods of direct action that is the vital strategy of 
creative resistance. Direct action is a physical action that works more towards raising aware-
ness and liberating autonomy rather than realizing concrete political and social ends. “Each 
tactic or action is already potentially the whole "Path" of autonomy in itself” writes Hakim 
Bey.
14
 Although there have been a few examples in the past, artists adopted the tactic of di-
rect action mostly from the 20
th
 century because, as Claire Bishop wrote: “Artistic practice 
can no longer revolve around the construction of objects but there must be an art of action, 
interfacing with reality, taking steps, to repair the social bond.”15 From the beginning of the 
20
th
 century, insurrectional artists have adopted the creative and disruptive methods of direct 
action to break the boundaries between art and protest, trying to create a “space” for indivi-
duality, creativity and playfulness.
16
 This space found its theorization in the concept of 
“TAZ: Temporary Autonomous Zone” conceived by the anarchist writer Hakim Bey (pseu-
donym of Peter Lamborn Wilson; born 1945) in 1985. The idea of “TAZ”, central for many 
anti-authoritarian DIY movements and groups since the nineties, refers to the creation of 
spaces that escape structures of control and hegemonic decision making processes. Bey does 
not explain clearly this concept and often it is problematic to distinguish its metaphysic es-
sence and it practice application. The TAZ is not necessary a real space and is transient since 
it preserves its emancipatory and liberating effect by frequently changing position and shape. 
“The TAZ is like an uprising which does not engage directly with the State, a guerrilla opera-
tion which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) and then dissolves itself to re-
form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can crush it.”17 TAZ is celebrated as a temporary 
insurrectional moment, where individuals operate freely and autonomously without a hie-
rarchy of rule-makers and in solidarity with each other. Invisibility and disappearance are 
central characteristics of the TAZ. The TAZ can “exists not only beyond control but also 
beyond definition, beyond gazing and naming as acts of enslaving, beyond the understanding 
                                                 
13 Roszak 1969, p. 72.  
14 Bey, The Occult Assault on Institutions, http://hermetic.com/bey/occultassault.html, accessed on June 
15, 2015. 
15 Bishop 2012, p. 11. 
16 Jordan 1998, p. 129. 
17 Bey 1991, p. 7. 
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of the State, beyond the State‟s ability to see”.18 Instead of assuming a negative connotation, 
the disappearance is meant as an active political gesture and choice.  
My argument is that anti-authoritarian anarchist DIY movements adopt tactics of di-
rect action that can be recognized as a form of artistic and political performance. As John 
Jordan writes “direct action is performance where the poetic and the pragmatic joins 
hands.”19 This form of direct action is defined by Bey as Poetic Terrorism and, according to 
him, “should give birth to the TAZ”.20 These movements use the method of illegal and clan-
destine direct action to subvert the status quo, giving shape to acts of Poetic Terrorism and 
“poetry of the deed”. Poetic Terrorism, Bey writes “is an act in a Theatre of Cruelty which 
has no stage, no rows of seats, no tickets & no walls. In order to work at all, Poetic Terrorism 
must categorically be divorced from all conventional structures for art consumption (galle-
ries, publications, media)…. The Poetic Terrorist behaves like a confidence-trickster whose 
aim is not money but CHANGE…Art as crime; crime as art”.21 Poetic Terrorism aims to 
create situations of psychological interference in the daily urban routine and to break the ex-
istential reality of the system in order to highlight its contradictions. By declining the collabo-
ration with the institutionalized art world, Poetic terrorists refuse the role of opinion-formers 
and educators. Rather they aim to be drivers of a process of self-education and self-awareness 
so that the individual regains his natural aspiration to freedom. The radical creative and dis-
ruptive tactics of direct action question every aspect of our post-Fordist society, and thus im-
plicitly or explicitly they challenge the structure of the artworld institution, testing its boun-
daries. The notion of “Poetic Terrorism” and “TAZ” finds significant relevance and applica-
tion in the practice of the artistic groups that will be discussed in the second chapter, and in 
their ambition to create a playful and paradoxical moment.   
 
1.2 Post-anarchism and the four categories of Michel Rettray 
 
In his PhD thesis, Michel Rettray proposed to read the intersection between anarchism and art 
as a theoretical framework that he named "Functional anarchism". This theoretical framework 
is used not only to investigate the hidden but increasingly relevant influence of anarchism 
                                                 
18 Ibidem, p. 4. 
19 Jordan 1998, p. 132. 
20 Bey, The Occult Assault on Institutions, http://hermetic.com/bey/occultassault.html, accessed on June 
15, 2015. 
21 Bey 1991, p.6 
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upon contemporary art, but also to explore the practices used by artists to elude institutional 
coercion and to experience alternative organizational models. “Functional anarchism”, there-
fore, is presented as a theory that aims to highlight how the anarchist philosophy has (and 
continue to) pervaded art practices and theories. Commonly, anarchist theories are an alterna-
tive to the standard conceptions of human organization and authority. Anarchism is indeed 
explained by Merriam-Webster as “a political theory holding that all forms of governmental 
authority to be unnecessary and undesirable and advocating a society based on voluntary co-
operation and free association of individuals and groups.”22 Anarchism is an anti-dogmatic 
philosophy that is not found on a fixed body of doctrines, but is, instead, a spectrum of theory 
and practice characterized by an anti-coercive, equal-liberty and solidarity ethos. “I am truly 
free only when all human beings, men and women, are equally free. The freedom of other 
men, far from negating or limiting my freedom, is, on the contrary, its necessary premise and 
confirmation”.23 Wrote one of the pioneers of the anarchist theory, Mikhail Bakunin.  
The main contemporary debate within the field of anarchist studies refers to the so 
called post-modern anarchism, or “post-anarchism”, term first coined by Hakim Bey in his 
1987 essay „Post-Anarchism Anarchy‟. Today post-anarchism commonly refers “to a certain 
field of inquiry and ongoing problematisation in which the conceptual categories of anar-
chism are rethought in light of such poststructuralist interventions.”24 Drawing from Deleuze 
and Stirner‟s critique of the state, Paul Newman defines post-anarchism as an anti-
authoritarian mode of anti-state thought that requires the rejection of the concept of unified 
and essentialist identity and community.
25
 Post-anarchism still pursues the libertarian project 
of classical anarchism, but has formulated a new conceptualisation of subjectivity and poli-
tics. Differently from the classical anarchism, the poststructuralist approach of contemporary 
anarchism opens spaces for the emergence of new political subjectivities. According to 
Newman, “the „poststructuralist‟ approach breaks the link between subjectivity and social es-
sence, allowing a certain discursive space in which subjectivity can be reconfigured”.26 Stirn-
er already proposed a concept of insurrection as a process of becoming that starts from the 
individual rejection of any forced essentialist and unified identity and then leads to the mod-
ification of the political system. The self is not conceived as a defined set of characteristics, 
                                                 
22 See Merriam-Webster entry on Anarchism: http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anarchism, accessed 
on June 15, 2015. 
23 Bakunin 1971, p. 237. 
24 Newman 2007, p. 25. 
25 Newman 2010. 
26 Newman 2011, p. 25. 
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but rather as a “creative nothing” that has to craft itself through a constant process of self-
mastery and self-formation.
27
 Conceived in this way, the individual has a chance to develop a 
different subjectivity, namely, he can breaks “the regime of consensus”, making this process 
of self-formation a form of anti-authoritarian resistance. The poststructuralist reconfiguration 
of the relationship between the subject and its social milieu, gives the subject a degree of au-
tonomy, independency and unpredictability that allows the subject to elaborate new experi-
mental practices of equality, emancipation and freedom.
28
 It is thanks to such independence 
of the subject from the network of prefixed social roles and identities that new political cate-
gories and new subjectivities can emerge.  
Because anarchism is “a politics that is conceived outside of, and in opposition to the 
state”, Newman, paradoxically, identifies anarchism as a politics of anti-politics. 29 Tran-
scending the political and unfolding new ethical perspective, anti-politics, and thus anar-
chism, represent not the opposite of politics but rather an expansion of its traditional space: 
“Where the political pole imposes certain limits, the anti-political pole, by contrast, invokes 
an outside, a movement beyond limits. It is the signification of the infinite, of the limitless 
horizon of possibilities. This is both the moment of utopia and, in a different sense, the mo-
ment of ethics.”30 Similarly, anti-art refers not to the antithesis of art but rather to its extended 
field of interest that includes a myriad of different actors, objects and possibilities. The “func-
tional anarchism” model theorized by Rettray opens up a post-political and artistic space 
where individuals exceed the limits of the political and the artistic. The theoretical categories 
proposed by Rettray: critical idealism, creative nothing, creative disruption and art-as-life, 
will be used to demonstrate the artistic dimension of the actions presented in the second chap-
ter of my thesis. One or two of the categories will be analysed in more detail based on their 
importance in clarifying the poetic and artistic dimension of acts of “Poetic Terrorism”.   
 
“Critical idealism”  
In his theorization of the concept of “critical idealism”, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-1865) 
enlightened the capacity of art to transcend its boundaries and to affect, disturb and act upon 
                                                 
27 Ibidem, p. 12. 
28 Ibidem , p. 25. 
29 Ibidem, p. 4. 
30 Newman 2011, p. 323. 
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the every-day life.
31
 Jesse Cohn recognizes that Proudhon‟s vision of art includes both real 
and ideal spheres.
32
 Through a critical idealism of what is and what should be, art can fulfil a 
moral commitment and achieve a social destination. According to Rettray, elevating the 
every-day reality to a critically ideal space, Proudhon‟s “critical idealism” produces an art 
that reflects upon both social reality and idealistic possibilities, opening new room for dialo-
gue, critique and experimentation.  
 
“Creative nothing” 
Taking as point of reference the thought of Max Stirner (1806 –1856), Rettray‟s category of 
“creative nothing” focuses on the theorisation of the unique labour of the artist and the con-
cept of radical individualism. To explain the “creative nothing”, Stirner writes in The Ego 
and its Own: “I am not nothing in the sense of emptiness, but I am the creative nothing, the 
nothing out of which I myself as creator create everything.”33 The Stirnerian subject achieves 
an individual nothingness by rejecting everything outside himself and thus escaping social 
coercion. Newman recognises that Stirner‟s anarchism can be read as a practice “of conti-
nually reinventing one‟s own self – an anarchism of subjectivity.”34  Stirner promotes a 
process of self-realization of the individual. Indeed Allan Antliff affirms that Stirner‟s 
process of emancipation begins when “each‟ unique ego‟ becomes self-determining and val-
ue-creating.”35 The egoist should first cultivate his individuality, and it is only once he has 
achieved his own truth and archè that he can see the others as equal. According to Stirner, it 
is only by rejecting and denying every unified and essentialist identity constructions that the 
egoist is unchained from any moral domination. Stirner‟s anarchism of subjectivity leads the 
egoist to “recognize that to rule over others would destroy his own independence.” and thus 
to legitimate his individuality as the only authority.
 36
 As Poggioli noted, Stirner‟s conception 
of an union of egoists as a temporary networking structure of individuals who aim to solve a 
problem, is consistent with that of other anarchists who promote the formation of groups 
based on mutual aid that are dissolved once the problem is solved.
37
 The temporary nature of 
such groups finds application and theorisation, as we have already observed, in the provision-
                                                 
31 Proudhon‟s conception of socially destinated art, was first named “critical idealism” by James Henry Rubin 
in “Critical Idealism and the Artist in Society”. 
32 Cohn 2006. 
33 Stirner 1995, p. 7. 
34 Newman 2001, p. 67. 
35 Antliff 2001, p. 76. 
36 Woodcock 2009, p. 87. Quoted in Rettray 2014, p. 30. 
37 Poggioli 1968, p. 31. 
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al nature of the TAZ. According to Rettray, Stirner‟s philosophy had indeed a significant in-
fluence on European anarchists, particularly during the years 1900-1920. In order to better 
clarify the unique “creative nothing”, Stirner underlined its importance in the realisation of 
the unique labour of the artist.  Linking the concept of “creative nothing” with art practice, 
Stirner develops an aesthetic strategy of “creative nothing” that lies in the unique labour of 
the subject free from every forms of coercion. Artists, mostly in contemporary times, benefit 
from a potential space of freedom where to develop their unique labour and express a creative 
nothingness that contributes to maintain and “feed” such a space. Rettray writes: “Stirner‟s 
message is one of infinite creativity in opposition to any established hierarchy.”38  
 
“Art as life” 
“Art-as-life” is a broad concept that indicates a strategy where artists aim to incorporate art 
and every-day life, therefore elevating daily elements into the ideal sphere of art. Since the 
beginning of 20
th
 century, artists have attempted to fill up the gap between art and life, inte-
grating creativity, fantasy, joy and pleasure into the insurrectional moment. “Art-as-life” is a 
crucial avant-garde strategy that aims to enter in contact with the critically idealist space of 
art while remaining anchored to the real world. This concept expands the experience of art to 
each individual, because as John Jordan states, “everyone had the potential to be artists, the 
artist‟s work was to bring out everyone‟s potential to transform the society”.39 By blurring the 
boundaries between art and life, and interpreting every-day elements and interactions as a 
source of contestation and dissent, “art-as-life” becomes a strategy for socio-political critique 
that opens a space for critical engagement. Practices incorporating art and life can be seen as 
methods of direct actions and symbolic forms of “propaganda by the deed” inside the sphere 
of art. The “propaganda by the deed” is an insurrectionally practice commonly realized 
through violent and/or pacific symbolic direct actions.
 40
 Such tactics are powerful methods 
of anarchist interventions adopted by several modern artists and consistent with the avant-
garde approach. Erin Hyman, indeed, underlines that “crucial elements of anarchist ideology 
(spontaneity, the levelling of hierarchies, the temporality of immediacy, the relationship of 
destruction and regeneration) become incorporated as elements of anarchist aesthetics”41 that 
                                                 
38 Rettray 2014, p. 83. 
39 Shepard 2015, p. 33.  
40 This idea was first explicit expressed by the nineteenth century Italian revolutionary and anarchist 
Carlo Pisacane (22/08/1818 Naples-2/06/1857 Sanza) 
41 Hyman 2005, p. 16. 
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is thus informed by “theories of autonomy, disruption, sabotage and sterility”42. Violent and 
not violent symbolic actions are conceived to interfere into the ordinary life by disturbing and 
contradicting the conventional values of knowledge and aesthetics. By directing the attention 
on feeling and imagination, rather than on rationality and language, symbolic artistic actions 
psychologically interfere with common daily situations planting the seeds of insurrection. 
Rettray indeed recognises that “art-as-life” conceived as “a method of social critique and au-
tonomy-as-value, signals a positive acknowledgement that art, negotiated through critical 
idealism is an effective tool in engaging with contemporary life”.43    
The concept of “Immediatism”, theorized by Bey, echoes the Situationists‟ under-
standing of art-as-life.
44
 More than a movement, “Immediatism” was conceived much more 
as a consciousness and an aesthetic game: “Immediatism is not a movement in the sense of an 
aesthetic program. It depends on situation, not style or content, message or School. It may 
take the form of any kind of creative play which can be performed by two or more people.”45 
According to Bey, all life experiences, including the experience of art, are marked by a cer-
tain degree of mediated control. Some experiences are more or less mediated than others de-
pending on the level of participation they require. The commodification of art always implies 
an additional level of mediation. The involvement of the capital in art introduces a mediation, 
that is to say, a certain degree of alienation: “For the artist the direct source of alienation 
would seem to be the complex we usually call the Media, (…) which has redefined all crea-
tive communicativeness as an exchange of commodities or of alienating images”.46 The mail 
art of the '70s and the fanzine production of the „80s are examples of the attempt to remove 
the mediation of art-commodity, and thus can be identified as precedents of “Immediatism”. 
Nevertheless, being printed communicational forms, they conserved a certain degree of med-
iation and failed to create a direct connection with spectators. All spectators, writes Bey, must 
be performances and participants! According to Bey, “Immediatism will release a huge 
amount of forgotten and inactive energy that will overturn our lives through the realization of 
unmediated play, art and emotions. “Immediatism” will also pervade the more public and 
commodified art, eventually unifying the two. “Poetic Terrorism” and "Art Sabotage" are di-
rect expression of “Immediatism” and radical acts of immediacy. Therefore, being examples 
                                                 
42 Ibidem, p. 11. 
43  Rettray 2014, p. 69. 
44 Plant 1992. 
45 Bey 1994, p. 10.  
46 Bey, The Occult Assault on Institutions, http://hermetic.com/bey/occultassault.html, accessed on June 
15, 2015. 
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of “Poetic Terrorism” and “Art Sabotage”, the actions and performances that will be pre-
sented in the next chapter could be considered as examples of “Immediatism” that attempt to 
the direct participations of all individuals in the moment of creative and political insurrection. 
“Here, Immediatism becomes a way to break down the lines between art and life while intro-
ducing creativity, imagination and play into struggles for a better world in here and now.”47  
 
“Creative disruption” 
Rettray‟s category of “creative disruption” refers to the use of unconventional tactics to dis-
rupt aesthetic and social hierarchies, capitalistic mode of productions, social conventions etc. 
“Creative disruption” acts directly upon the public, every-day life sphere producing unex-
pected and uncanny situations. Using “creative disruption” to intervene in the social, artists 
develop their unique labour, bridging the “critical idealism” and the “art-as-life” categories. 
Operating within the “art-as-life” model, “creative disruption” is consistent with anarchist 
strategies. “Creative disruption” is indeed a mode of direct action that employs creativity as a 
tool direct to disrupt and subvert established principles of knowledge and aesthetics. It can be 
considered as an anti-art strategy and an anarchist tactic, that applies unusual artistic means, 
introduced by the historical avant-garde and consistent with the unique labour of the artist. 
Such strategy creatively disrupts and thus undermines and sabotages incontrovertible socio-
political conventions and norms.  
This category seems to be in agreement with Bey‟s concept of “Art Sabotage”, as a 
way for creatively struggling back. “Art Sabotage is the dark side of Poetic Terrorism--
creation- through-destruction--but it cannot serve any Party, nor any nihilism, nor even art it-
self. Just as the banishment of illusion enhances awareness, so the demolition of aesthetic 
blight sweetens the air of the world of discourse, of the Other. Art Sabotage serves only con-
sciousness, attentiveness, awakeness”.48 Bey goes on stating that there is no act of creation 
without a simultaneous and equivalent act of destruction, each act of destruction should thus 
ideally be also an act of creation. “We suggest that no Immediatist act is completely authentic 
and effective without both creation and destruction: the whole Immediatist dialectic is im-
plied in any immediatist "direct action", both the creation-in-destruction and the destruction-
in-creation. (…) The very notion of bringing some new beauty into being implies that an old 
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ugliness has been swept away or blown up”.49 It seems that for Bey the ideal immediatist ac-
tion would require both creation and destruction: “our action would combine destruction and 
creation in a truly Immediatist "direct action" of beauty and terror”.50 Such immediatist ac-
tions are interpreted by Bey as “form of aesthetic criticism directed at the perpetrators rather 
than the consumers of bad art”.51 They are direct immediatist actions perpetuated against the 
kernels of power, realizing a simultaneous process of creation and destruction. As such, it 
obvious their congruence with anarchist philosophy where the essential component “is an 
element of destruction that precedes new creation, not for the sake of destruction, but rather 
for deconstruction, reinterpretation, rereading.”52 
 
 
The central claim of Rettray‟s dissertation is that an anarchist moral kernel of free creativity 
is meant to produce social enhancement. Rettray combined Proudhon‟s socially destined art 
theory with the radically individualist anarchism of Stirner. Max Stirner stated that an indi-
vidual was really free only when he releases himself from any predetermined and unified 
identity construction and asserts himself from a state of creative nothing.
53
 Once this state is 
achieved the individual turns into an agent of radical freedom and can produce a unique la-
bour of innate creative force. Proudhon‟s “critical idealism” is an ethical theory of art that va-
lidates art as a place where to take ethical positions and to expose issues concerning injustices 
and inequality in order to alter society. Such a position offers a vision of art as a space that 
not only reflects the reality but is also involved in changing it. By combining Proudhon‟s 
“critical idealism” with Stirner‟s radical theory of the “creative nothing”, Rettray offers a 
theoretical trajectory that assumes that “the artist is a radical creative nothing functioning 
within a critical ideal that is anchored in a particular moral order.”54 By operating inside the 
critically ideal space of art, that can make visible the irrationality of society, the artist‟s 
unique labour can use creative disruptions and poetic terrorism to stimulate changes and sub-
versions. “The artist‟s unique labour can take up creative disruptions that induce societal bet-
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50 Ibidem. 
51 Ibidem. 
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53 Stirner 1995, p. 7. 
54 Rettray 2014, pp. 13-14. 
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terment by way of appropriation, direct action and propaganda by the deed”55. These concep-
tual categories, as Rettray recognizes, are not inflexible but they permeate and inform one 
another. Such categories represent helpful theoretical tools to understand direct action as an 
artistic practice that employs creativity to abolish conventional hierarchical organisational 
models, not only within the art world, but also within the public and social spheres. Through 
direct action, art is extended to the universalist paradigm of anti-art, where individual creative 
and destructive acts can take place in every-day life. By integrating art and life, social criti-
cism and individualism, these artistic interventions are representative forms of propaganda by 
the deed that transform art and daily life into vehicles of cultural critique. Indeed, according 
to David Kadlec, anarchist direct action and propaganda by the deed will “collapse the dis-
tinction between saying and doing and between being an artist and being an agent of cultural 
and political regeneration.”56  
Art is essential for the realization of temporary autonomous zones since art “is an ex-
ponent of liberty that contributes to the order of anarchy”.57 Revoking Proudhon‟s vision of 
art as a sign of a universal aesthetic faculty specific to humanity, Chon and Grave propose the 
conception of an art that exists outside the market as a reflection of freedom itself. Cohn de-
fines art “as precisely what which enables human beings to develop a realm of freedom with-
in the realm of natural necessity, it is not hyperbole to identify it with liberty.”58 For Grave 
art can be free from all forms of coercion and control and thus can also escape the law of the 
market. “Free art will render the artist his own and only master, which will fulfil the unique 
creative drive of each individual.”59 Such free and autonomous forms of immediatist art can 
realize temporary autonomous space in the blind spots of power, occupying a position be-
tween visibility and invisibility. Bey‟s philosophy incites the individual to take control of his 
own individuality through acts of unmediated creation and destruction. Bey‟s philosophy 
presents several points in common with Rettrey‟s analysis of the categories, namely: the ideal 
critical power of art, the unmediated integration of art and life and the simultaneous presence 
of elements of creation and destruction, which determine the poetic dimension of the so-
called acts of “Poetic Terrorism”. They both represent an alternative to the traditional para-
digm of the artist as producer of unique objects mediated through galleries and private own-
                                                 
55 Ibidem, pp. 184-185. 
56 Kadlec 2000, p.15. 
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ership. Instead they delineate an art that refuses mediated capitalist ownership society. “Poe-
tic terrorist art” is a violent act of challenge to the status quo that confronts the viewer with 
an unmediated, alternative reality whose transformative power lies in its destructive-creative 
energy. The artists I will discuss in the second chapter work by starting from a condition of 
creative nothing and critical ideality, and realize creative disruptions that question the role of 
art in the daily life and its role in generating alternative visions and autonomous subjectivi-
ties.  
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2 Introduction to anarchist and anti-authoritarian groups and movements. 
 
Anarchists‟ ethics is today an important source of the creative energy animating social strug-
gles and radical actions around the world. During the twenty-first century the influence of 
anarchism has grown-up, showing an increasing “ideological” heterogeneity. The contempo-
rary anarchist movement can be indeed described more as a rejuvenation of anarchist politics 
within the framework of social movements, rather than a direct extension of classical anar-
chism.
60
 Anarchist principles, values and tactics are rediscovered and adopted by a heteroge-
neous variety of movements such as radical ecologist, anti-nuclear, alter-global and no-
borders movements. According to the Israeli anarchist activist-theorist Uri Gordon, the struc-
ture of today anarchist movements consists in a rhizomatic, decentralised network of auto-
nomous nodes that work on the basis of connection, diversity and non-linearity.
61
 Multiple 
autonomous movements and affinity groups, not anymore structured around defined social 
identities, come together in the struggle for autonomy and emancipation, rejecting the idea of 
entering the formal channels of political power. These autonomous nodes are linked together 
by a common philosophy based on the values of equality and solidarity. Such philosophy 
found expression and concretisation in the common realisation of anti-authoritarian, de-
centralised and non-hierarchical organisations and through shared political expressions such 
as direct action, alternative press, creative sabotage, and prefigurative politics.  
Contemporary anarchist movements are often accused of lacking ideology and a con-
crete plan for future societies. On the contrary, I think that, as Greaber explained, their ideol-
ogy consists in the experimentation of such horizontal, non-hierarchical organisational forms 
and in the creation of new subjectivities.
62
 This means that “the constructive aspects (of anar-
chism) are expected to be articulated in the present-tense experimentation of prefigurative 
politics – not as an a priori position” and that “their ideology, then, is immanent in the anti-
authoritarian principles that underlie their practice”.63 Non-hierarchical modes of interaction 
                                                 
60 The classical anarchism of Proudhon, Bakunin, Godwin and many others, was born at the beginning of indu-
strialization. It rose from the Enlightenment thought and developed from the political and ethical philosophy of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau that focused on the concepts of freedom, justice, and equality. It had trust on the essen-
tial good nature of man, which led to the idea of a human progression towards a post-revolutionary era characte-
rized by universal justice, freedom and equality. According to classical anarchism, the state is an unnecessary 
artificial system of social coercion that degrades the naturally good essence of human beings. The crucial point 
of divergence between classical anarchism and post-anarchism is the refuse of the Enlightenment thought and 
the essentialist and universalist conception of human beings that arouse from it. 
61 Gordon 2007, pp. 8-9. 
62 Greaber 2002, p. 68. 
63 Gordon 2007, p. 9; Greaber 2002, p. 72.  
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and solidarity networks are not theorized in view of a future society, but rather they are seen 
as potential alternative ways of living and of being that have to be experimented in the every-
day life in order “to make ourselves as a work of art”.64 The ethos of prefigurative politics 
that animates anarchist movements, seeks to realize, individually and collectively, alternative 
modes of social relations and to reinvent daily life through a do-it-yourself approach. The tac-
tic of direct action itself is a physical and a concrete intervention that prefigures and simulta-
neously realizes an alternative participatory practice. The method of prefigurative politics 
combined with the practice of direct action, show clear similarities with the Proudhonian 
concept of “critical idealism”. Prefigurative politics, like Proudhon‟s “social destination” of 
art, aims to realize “the principle of justice by revealing the „should be‟ within „the is‟”.65  
In this chapter, I will discuss the actions of the anti-authoritarian and anarchist groups 
such as Reclaim the Streets, Voina, Atopie and Dost je! that, like many others, are trying to 
create new ways of expressing dissent, combining elements of street theatre, performance art, 
carnival, play and non-violent warfare.
66
 By operating in the intersection between art and pol-
itics, they reject conventional roles and subjectivities in the attempt of developing alternative 
ones.
67
 I do not intend to analyse here each specific group, nor the artistic aspect of every ac-
tion, or their political purposes. Operating in different countries and thus being related to dif-
ferent artistic traditions and political issues, each group or movement is indeed peculiar and 
different. The actions that will be presented below are just a few examples of the innumerable 
and sometime anonymous artistic- political actions that are individually and/or collectively 
realized around the world, in the effort to activate processes of emancipation and to create of 
more autonomous forms of subjectivity. 
 
2.1 Informal organisation, between individual freedom and “social good” 
 
The apparent opposition between individualism and social struggle has always been at the 
heart of anarchist debate. To summarise, anarchists categorise themselves in individualists 
and social anarchists. On the basis of their administrative organisations they can be divided in 
                                                 
64 Foucault 1997, p.  262. 
65 Cohn 2003, p. 57. 
66 Non-violent in the sense adopted by Black Bloc anarchists, which reject any direct physical harm to 
humans, approving instead violence against public propriety.  
67 The groups discussed here have been selected because they consciously operate in line with anarchist tactics 
and philosophy. Moreover, they have been chosen among others because greater availability of information. 
Usually these groups prefer to remain anonymous and to operate clandestinely. 
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organisationalists and anti-organisationalists.
68
 The Italian anarchist writer Luigi Galleani 
(1861-1931), critical of formal organisations, believed that there was no conflict between in-
dividual revolt and social struggle; in other words, between individuality and “social good”. 
Galleani is one of the main inspirations for those who are today identified as insurrectional 
anarchists. The critique of formal organisations became, indeed, one of main points of dis-
cussion in insurrectionary anarchist circles, whose principal point of reference is the Italian 
anarchist writer Alfredo Marian Bonanno. Bonanno reintroduced the concepts of “informal 
organisation” and affinity group, firstly experienced by the Spanish anarchists in the late 19th 
and early 20th century. The “informal organisation” can be considered as an attempt to over-
come or amalgamate the dichotomy between organisationalists and anti-organisationalists, 
individualists and social anarchists.
69
 Bonanno‟s “informal organisation” distinguishes itself 
from the anarchist organisation of synthesis, which is based on fixed and permanent groups 
that meet at regular congresses where a program of interventions is defined. Contrary, the 
“informal organisation” is based on the cooperation of affinity groups, which use direct ac-
tions as means of propaganda and as vehicle to coordinate the spontaneity, the creativity and 
the destructivity of the mass. An affinity group is a group gathered around a shared interest 
and a common political language. It is a group to which individuals formally or informally 
belong to, in order to prepare for and take direct actions. An affinity group is organised in a 
non-hierarchical, flexible and decentralized way, and often uses consensus decision-
making.
70
 The cooperation of multiple affinities groups is also commonly called “cluster”.  
The first artistic group to explicitly and consciously adopt the structure and the label 
of “affinity group” was the Black Mask. Contrary to the Situationists, who were structured as 
an organisation of synthesis, the Black Mask, and later The Family, developed in a spontane-
ous way and encouraged informal associations based on the lack of hierarchies, instead of 
formal meetings vertically structured. From the affinity group Black Mask, originated The 
Family, a sort of “cluster” that was “essentially a loose confederation of affinity groups living 
across a series of crash pads who shared a tribal outlook and lifestyle”.71 In a text on the re-
verse of “Into the Street” and attributed to The Family, we can read: “ the networks of  “Fed-
eration” must be characterized by a structural looseness which guaranties the identity and 
self-determination of each affinity group (…) the concept of the affinity group in no way de-
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nies the validity of mass action, rather this idea increases the revolutionary possibilities of 
those actions”.72  
The debate around the relationship between individuality and collectivity continues 
today, influencing the organisational experience of contemporary anarchist and antiauthorita-
rian groups, which, conscious of the past theoretical and practical contributions, are trying to 
find ways to reconcile individual freedom and collective decision-making processes. Reclaim 
the Streets , Voina, Atopie and Dost je! can be seen as affinity groups or “clusters”; all of 
them maintaining international relationships with other similar groups. By discussing the dif-
ferent organisational experience of the artist groups considered, this chapter aims to provide 
insights into the problematic relationship between individual freedom and group activity, and 
if it is possible (and how) to maintain individual freedom avoiding the subordination of the 
individual to the group.  
 
2.2 Dost je!, Voina and Atopie 
 
In this section, I will discuss examples of autonomous alter-global groups that operate in the 
field of contemporary performance art in order to explore the possibilities offered by an art 
that wants to be political and to exist independently from institutions, museums and galleries. 
Differently from the next section, here I will discuss those forms of direct action that are not 
mass events, but can rather be described as guerrilla performances, executed by a restricted 
number of individuals. In their political practice, Voina, Dost Je! and Atopie, realize “politi-
cised artistic events” amalgamating the tactic of direct action and the aesthetic dimension of 
performance art. These actions could be conceived as belonging to the art-world given that 
their creators present themselves as artists and their actions as performance art. Art becomes 
for these groups the medium and the vehicle to express political dissent. It is used as a me-
thod of “alternative-building” or, as a member of Voina, stated as “weapons‟-to mock [the] 
idiocy of today‟s system.”73 In all the examples discussed below the political claims and mes-
sages were expressed in congruence with the style of autonomous antiauthoritarian move-
ments that use tactics of direct actions, which imply the use of the body as a vehicle for polit-
ical expression. The theatrical use of the body and of the action has already been seen in the 
history of art (action painting and performance art) as well as in the history of political activ-
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ism. According to Roselee Goldberg performance art is "an anarchistic open-ended medium 
with endless variables"
74
. The undefined nature of performance art opens it to a multitude of 
different expressive modalities and ends, and makes it resistant to be classified and catego-
rized. The assertive character of performance art will be discussed in the fifth chapter with 
reference to Arendt‟s understanding of action as means through which humans assert them-
selves as political subjects.  
In realizing their direct political actions Voina, Dost je! and Atopie show an evident 
aesthetic approach. Clearly, they are descendant from forms of agitprop theatre and guerrilla 
performance developed in the sixties and applied by the Situationists, the GAAG, the Black 
Mask-Up Against the Wall Motherfuckers, the Teatro Comunitario Italiano and many others. 
The performances of the groups discussed here, staged always in public crowded places, have 
indeed a strong theatrical and histrionic character as it can be seen in figure 2 and 4. The 
main goal and intention of their actions, however, are not only to produce an aesthetic effect 
but also to generate a political reaction. Therefore the artists intend to act as political subjects 
or even political activists. As Milohnic highlighted, “an activist is an artist as much as is in-
evitable” because he tries to give birth to alternative worlds through the use of imagination, 
creativity and the practice of experimentation.
75 “The artisanship” he wrote, “is a side effect 
of a political act”.76 The actions discussed herein express the indissoluble link between art 
and politics that informs the practice and philosophy of the groups taken in consideration. In 
the actions of these groups, it is indeed not possible to separate the political component from 
the artistic one, because they represent two sides of the same coin. Moreover, as mentioned in 
the introduction, the different organisational experience of the artist groups and collectives 
Voina, Dost Je! and Atopie will be reviewed herein in order to provide insights into the chal-
lenging relationship between individual freedom and group activity. 
 
Dost je!  
Dost je!, which means “It‟s Enough”, is an activist autonomous group operating in Slovenia 
since 2003. The group developed from the experience of Urad za Intervencije (UZI) (The Of-
fice for Intervention), a name deliberately ironic. UZI was a group of activists that in Febru-
ary 2001 started to organize a series of protests. Urad za Intervencije was not a legal organi-
sation and did not have an official headquarter, manifesto or program; it was rather an infor-
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mal group of individuals gathered around a common ethical and political philosophy. Later 
on, UZI dissolved, and new groups arise from its ashes. One of such groups is indeed Dost 
je!. Lacking a predetermined program and a formal headquarter, also Dost je! seem to be an 
informal group composed variably by around 20-30 individuals. Unfortunately, due to the 
scarcity of information about the group, it is not possible to define precisely its composition.  
Among the multiple actions and protests organized by this group, two actions in sup-
port of the refugees resident in Slovenia are of particular aesthetic interest: Združeno listje 
(United Leaves) and Erasure. During the United Leaves action, on 7
th
 October 2003, a group 
of people wearing white overalls occupied the headquarters of the ZLSD party. Once they 
managed to get inside, they started to scatter the building with autumn dead leaves. The ac-
tion was principally addressed to the interior minister, Rado Bohinc, but since at the head-
quarters there were not any popular members of the party, the activists had to read and left 
their protest letter to the front-desk lady.
77
 The autumn dead leaves metaphorically 
represented the futile and ephemeral politics of the party. The next day, the action Erasure 
took place. Groups of activists, still wearing white overalls, crowded the street in front of the 
main entrance of the Slovenian Parliament and laid down on the ground, in the middle of the 
street, forming with their bodies the term “erasure”. “Erased” is a world used in Slovenia to 
indicate people who were removed from the registry of permanent residents after Slovenia 
obtained its independence. Meanwhile, other activists were blocking the traffic by bearing 
banners with written: “No stopping, drive on! We Don‟t Exist”. Before disappearing the ac-
tivists painted the silhouettes of their bodies on the ground with spray cans, leaving a big 
graffitus in the middle of the road. The white overall used by the activists of Dost je! in their 
actions has a practical as well as a symbolical function. The practical one consists in making 
more difficult for the police to identify the participants. The symbolical function changes de-
pending on each situation. In the case of United Leaves, the white overalls alluded to the 
“void that was created with the erasure of thousands of people. (…) The whiteness of their 
costumes was thus intended to recall people missing from society”.78 The intention of both 
actions was explicitly political, namely to force people to face the problem of the “erased” 
residents. The material evidence of such performance action was the drawing on the asphalt, 
which was visible to people only when the activists left the place. The footprint left by the ac-
tivists on the ground once they left, together with the writing “we do not exist, Drive on”, ac-
quired a symbolical and ironic meaning referring to the paradoxical situation of the many 
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Slovenian residents that in one day turned to be invisible “bare lives”. The statement “we do 
not exist” is indeed contradicted by the performance act itself occurring at the same site. The 
intentional contradictory message of the action clearly aimed to draw attention to the absurd 
situation of the “erased”, giving them a voice and thus re-inscribing them as existing political 
subjects.  
 
Voina  
The Russian collective Voina is one of the most popular and known anarchist groups of the 
present time.
79
 Voina is a radical art collective whose actions and performances rest between po-
litical activism and art. The group was founded in 2005 by the married couple Oleg Vorotnikov 
and Natalia Sokol. According to Alexei Plutser-Sarno, the spoken-person of the collective, they 
are “radical art activists, revolutionary street art group” and their “concept is to screw the authori-
ties till they fall” and they “screw them in an artistic position”.80 The group have been described 
by their supporters as “street collective of actionist artists who engage in political protest art” 
against “philistines, cops, [and] the regime”.81  On the other hand the Russian Investigation 
Committee has identified the group as a “left-wing radical anarchist collective whose central goal 
is to carry out P.R. actions directed against the authorities”.82 In their official website, the collec-
tive is define as an anarchist “militant gang, dominated by horizontal ties in everyday life”.83 The 
core of the group counts around 6 people, however, it is estimated that until today more than 200 
people have taken part in autonomous actions realised under the name of Voina. Despite being 
born as a collective and having a manifesto, their organisational structure and practice appear to 
resemble the “cluster”, composed by multiple autonomous entities that recognise themselves un-
der a common political and artistic vision and name.  
The action-performances of the Voina are often intentionally absurd, radical and pro-
vocative, deliberately projected to challenge and to question social norms as well as to mock 
Russian authorities. Play and humour are indeed fundamental components of Voina‟s art. The 
group explicitly promote a regeneration of subversive art and they openly declare to follow 
the footsteps of the 1920s radical artists. Voina‟s actions may indeed remind us of many ac-
tivist movements of the 20
th
 century such as the Black Mask and the Viennese Actionism.  
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However, their spiritual and cultural roots are in the Russian anarchism and direct action po-
litical traditions. The group itself admitted that their actions are based on the theory of Mos-
cow Conceptualism that aimed to undermine the soviet ideology. For the members of Voina 
there is no distinction between political and artistic actions, indeed the artist has extremely 
important social duties, namely “to express openly what other people fear to express, to of-
fend the police and thus protect the people „like Robin Hood.‟”84 The collective has gained a 
noticeable worldwide success and support, probable due to their choice to operate outside the 
economical and elitarian circuits of the art-world. They indeed completely freed themselves 
from the rules of the art-world and market, refusing the collaboration with any gallery. Their 
choice to perform their actions in public and to present them on Internet rather than in a gal-
lery or museum, allow them to realize much more effective political and social interventions 
than the ones obtained by artists who rely and operate within the systems they criticize and 
condemn. Over the last decade the group have staged multiple direct actions; for space con-
strains I will only describe a few of them. I have chosen the actions that voluntary or involun-
tary (as in the case of A Dick Captured By the FSB) present a relation or a connection with 
the art world. A Dick Captured By the FSB was part of a series of actions teasing the Russian 
establishment. Voina painted an enormous phallus on the Liteiny drawbridge in St Petersburg 
a few minutes before it started rising in front of the headquarters of the Federal Security Ser-
vice.
85
 The performance was meant as the literal materialization of their statement: “fuck the 
power!” For these performance Voina received the 400,000 rouble Innovation Art Prize, ar-
ranged by the State Centre for Contemporary Arts, and sponsored by the Ministry of Culture. 
The Art Prize awarded to Voina was clearly an attempt to domesticate and control Voin‟s art 
by integrating it into the official art system. Being conscious of that, the group never accepted 
the prize. In autumn 2010, Voina activists such as Oleg Vorotnikov and Leonid Nikolaev, 
Aka Lyonya the Fucknut, were arrested after the execution of Palace Revolution.
86
 The ac-
tion consisted in overturning 7 police cars with their own hands. One of these cars was over-
turned in front of the State Russian museum and declared a street art installation.
87
 Also in 
this case, the performance was the literal materialization of a statement: “we turn the corrupt 
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police system upside down.” One year later, on 12th June, the group were invited by the cura-
tor Andrey Erofeev to participate to the exhibition “Lettrism” in the Central House of Artist. 
The CHA administration imposed some censorship to the stand of Voina. Unsurprisingly the 
group refused to make any change to their exhibition program and started a spontaneous pro-
test against the CHA administration. The group were forced to leave after the arrival of the 
police. On 29
th
 May 2008, the group interrupted a public hearing on the Erofeev–Samodurov 
case organized in the Aida Gallery at the Winzavod contemporary art centre.
88
 Voina dis-
rupted the meeting by staging an unauthorized portrait exhibition. The art works portrayed 
the contemporary art “prosecutors”, including the State Duma deputies and Orthodox clergy, 
together with abusive signs like: “He fucks, you think?” and “100% fag” and many others. 
With their acts of creative sabotage, creative disruption and guerrilla performance Voina 
represent one of the most popular yet authentic political action groups in the current art scene 
and also one of the most extreme in the fight for freedom of expression across Russia. 
 
Atopie 
Atopie developed in Basel from an experiment of the “artists-curator-collective” Dr Kuck-
ucks Labrador in June 2014, which attempted to merge political activism and art experimen-
tation.
89
 Later, Atopie became an independent and “dynamic loose group of people” whose 
interventions expanded in May 2015.
90
 Developed around the idea of “FREI (T) RAUM” 
(Free (dream) space), Atopie is trying to create spaces in which to experiment ways of being, 
relating and creating art freed from consumption compulsion, commercial usage and power 
impositions. The name derives from the Greek term “atopy” which describes the uniqueness 
and originality of personal experience.
91
 Atopie first festival started on 17
th
 May 2015 with a 
vernissage in Kannenfeldpark in Basel. From the park a group of about 200 people moved to 
the opening ceremony organized in a squatted house at Kannenfeldstrasse, where the works 
of 20 artists were exhibited and several performances took place. The occupation of this 
                                                 
88 Andrei Erofeev, the former head of the Tretyakov Gallery‟s department of current trends, and Yuri Samodu-
rov, the former director of the Andrei Sakharov Museum and Public Center, have been persecuted with the ac-
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89 http://www.drkuckuckslabrador.ch/index.php/atopie-1, accessed 17 June 2015. 
90  https://en.atopie.net/about/, accessed on August 22, 2015. 
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called "átopos") describes the ineffability of things or emotions that are seldom experienced, that are outstand-
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abandoned house was an attempt to create a not-institutional and autonomous space where to 
develop experimental practices and to unbridle creative energies. The day after, the house 
hosting the exhibition was evicted and closed by the police.
92
 On Thursday 21
st 
May, in re-
sponse to this eviction, the main entrance of the Basel Museum of Contemporary Art was 
barricaded with a brick wall. The museum did not charge anybody because, as the museum‟s 
spokesperson Michael Mathis affirmed, the museum viewed this clandestine installation and 
act of creative sabotage as an artwork.
93
 The festival ended with the action FuckFrontex in 
Dreirosen Park. A few days later, on June 6
th
, the collective performed another protest-action 
against Frontex: four activists climbed the dinosaur-model in Grünen Park and hang a banner 
in the attempt to draw attention to the refugees‟ problem. After about half an hour the police 
interrupted the action. 
94 
 
2.3 Reclaim the Streets and the creation of “TAZ” 
 
One of the experimental practices and alternative solutions employed and adopted by contem-
porary anarchist groups is the creation of temporary, and sometimes permanent, autonomous 
zone. Bey‟s notion of “Temporary Autonomous Zone” is, indeed, an explicit and declared point 
of reference for anarchist-squatting movements as well as for protest movements such as Rec-
laim the Streets, the first big street protest movement in Europe. After some minor illegal par-
ties and small-scale eco-actions at the beginning of the nineties, numerous political parties took 
place in London and then spread around the world. Integrating the direct action tactics of the 
British anti-road movement and the playfulness spirit and carnivalesque nature of raves, RTS 
combined party and protest, giving birth to a series of political illegal raves that invaded the ur-
ban space of London paralyzing traffic and business. was characterized by an interesting hete-
rogeneity that became the main source of its creative energy. Reclaim the Streets, which was 
born from an activist group in London in the second half of the nineties, soon took the shape of 
a “cluster” which emerged ad hoc for organising politicized action-parties. Such “cluster” was 
based on the cooperation of different affinity groups: artists, anarchists, ecologists and ravers 
that met together to give light to new forms of mass action-party. The structure of such “clus-
ter” was not hierarchical but egalitarian and worked through the participation to weekly open 
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meetings. The common interest of this heterogeneous set of affinity groups lied in the liberation 
of space from the concept of private propriety with the purpose of giving it back to nature and 
to the people for living, gathering and parting, through the creation of “Temporary Autonom-
ous Zones”. In short time, RTS events spread around the world becoming a real movement. 
Soon, in multiple big and small cities, local “cluster” and affinity groups started to organise 
similar protest-parties under the name of Reclaim the Streets.  
RTS became stronger after the new law “3rd November 1994: the Criminal Justice and 
Public Order Act” was introduced.95 This law penalised the occupation of private and public 
proprieties and destabilized the strategy of anti-road movements, squatter movements, the 
tradition of rave and free festivals and thus the life of travellers.
96
 RTS deliberately tried to 
politicize the rave, to join politics and party.
97
 John Jordan, one of the co-founders of the 
movement, stated that such radical parties are in between “the organization of a party and the 
organization of disturbances.”98 Being a setting where to promote collective spontaneity and 
consciousness, the party became an experimentation of new ways of being, living and orga-
nizing. Underlying the prefigurative potentials of these events, Jordan defined these parties as 
“a vision in which the streets of the city could be a system that prioritized people above profit 
and ecology above the economy”99. The events organized by RTS seek to propose alternative 
possible realities, embodying the prefigurative tactics of anarchist politics and trying to pro-
duce a change in the distribution of roles and functions. Indeed as Jordan wrote: “their art 
was not to be about representation but presence, their politics was not about deferring social 
change to the future but about change now, about immediacy, intuition and imagina-
tion.”100With regard to violence, the RTS identified itself with the Black Bloc‟s position: the 
destruction of propriety and self-defence violence had a symbolic function for the “clus-
ter”.101 
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The first street party organized by the RTS occurred on 14
th
 May 1995. The event be-
gan when two cars collided in the North of London. The drivers jumped out of their vehicles 
in the grip of a theatrical fury and started to demolish the cars with hammers. With this per-
formance the party began. Blocked in the middle of Camden High Street, the wrecks para-
lyzed the traffic while approximately 500 people arrived from the subway station filling the 
road. The sound system started to play tekno music, alimented by the electricity generated by 
the continuous pedalling of bicycles. People started dancing, sharing food and distributing 
toys to children while banners were hung around with proclaims like: “breathe”, “car free”, 
“reclaim the streets”. The block of the traffic symbolizes an act of reject and revolt to the cir-
culation rules and to the general gentrification politics. From this first event emerged the 
modus operandi of the illegal, extemporary party that provisionally occupies and appropriates 
urban public space, creating spaces where to experiment different relational modalities, freed 
from the authority of money and power. The party gave birth to a temporary autonomous 
zone where any social order and rule disappeared. In the total lack of authority, people are 
free to express themselves by dancing and making artistic interventions in the urban land-
scape. From 1995 to 1998, street parties evolved in complexity and in size, spreading around 
Europe. One of the most popular events took place on 13
th
 July 1996. Approximately 800 
people invaded the M14 motorway generating a wonderful collective creativity. Decorative 
“homemade” scaffolds were erected in the middle of the streets, functioning as barricades to 
stop the cars. In such carnivalesque atmosphere, several members of the RTS started drilling 
into the tarmac and planting trees in the holes. The guerrilla action of planting trees into the 
asphalt symbolizes a metaphorical return to nature that regains its space. Meanwhile a pink 
and black pamphlet on the increasingly privatization of the English common land, was spread 
among the participants. As Jordan wrote, these events were a non-stop performance, where 
the uncontrolled liberating fun was combined with concrete gestures of direct action. “Direct 
action is performance where the poetic and the pragmatic joint hands” stated Jordan. 102 The 
M41 party was politically pragmatic because it stopped the work on the road, and theatrically 
poetical because it gave birth to an emotional and creative moment that exemplifies the con-
cept of “TAZ”. On 12th April 1997, the “cluster” organized an event called “Never Mind the 
Ballots, Reclaim the Streets”. The event was an explicit invitation to abstain from the general 
election and to take part in a real direct action. As usual, thousands of people occupied Tra-
falgar Square, dancing and realising artistic interventions such as the graffiti painted on the 
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walls of the National Gallery. The graffiti, proclaiming “Art for everybody or for nobody”, 
was an explicit attack against the privatisation and elitism of culture, which is conceived and 
promoted by the RTS as a common and public value.  Starting from 1997, these street parties 
began to be organised in multiple countries, coordinated not only by RTS, but also by 
People‟s Global Action, an international horizontal network of social movements that 
launched a series of global anti-capitalist action days. One of the most popular and complex 
was the “Carnival Against Capital”, organized simultaneously in the financial districts of 
multiple countries around the world on June 18
th
 1999. In all cases the physical occupation 
was supported by an “ideological” view based on ecological positions and on the defence of 
the right to live freed from social impositions, as well as the right to enjoy and benefit from 
the land, that cannot be other than public, common and shared. During such street parties 
many participants freely and autonomously performed artistic and creative interventions, 
such as banners, graffiti and murals with a range of different slogans. Artistic creation, how-
ever, goes hand in hand with acts of creative destruction: many activists indeed engaged in 
acts of vandalism demolishing windows, cars and shops. Such acts were not unmotivated epi-
sodes of rage or stunts, but they were iconoclastic and symbolic acts of destruction of the 
symbols of the state-financial power. Such kind of events made the political-social conflict 
visible, explicit and manifest.
103
  
RTS‟ s modus operandi reflects Bey‟s conception of immediatist act. Indeed, accord-
ing to Bey “gathering together in a group to plan a potential TAZ for an even larger group is 
already an Immediatist act involving conviviality”104 Conviviality, for Bey, should be both a 
tactic and a goal. However, “conviviality by itself lacks the transformative energy that gener-
ally arises only out of a complex of actions which includes what we've called „destruction‟ as 
well as „creation‟”.105 Being convivial parties involving simultaneous creation and destruc-
tion, RTS events can be seen as a perfect example of an immediatist act. During such events 
there is the co-existence of destructive actions (destruction of private and public proprieties) 
and creative acts (dancing, playing, painting ect). Such co-existence allows these events to 
demolish the hated symbols of the power that controls the actual world and at the same time 
to propose an alternative that takes shape in such moments of experimentation. According to 
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Jordan such events are indeed the “perfect propaganda for the possible.”106 These kinds of di-
rect action imply the notion of play into the political life: “playfulness direct action propose 
an alternative reality but it also makes play real”.107 It is not a coincidence that Bey considers 
the play as one of the most immediate acts and the party the perfect context for immediat-
ism.
108
 On the one hand, it can be recognized that the aesthetic force of RTS events lies in 
their capacity to generate effective images of poetic subversion. Such images give a particu-
lar carnival style to the aesthetic of protest and provide an autonomous space where to devel-
op new subjectivities realising process of micro-emancipation.
109
 On the other hand, these 
events fail to generate concrete effects in daily life and risk to remain just isolated relief 
valves of creative and destructive energies. However, I agree with Julia Blanco when she 
writes that “what makes its events fascinating is that they occupy the ambiguous meeting 
space between aesthetic creativity, social imagination and political action. Its playful forms 
drew on the idea of generating a TAZ, of creating practical, utopian, paradoxical moments si-
tuated between social dreams and conflict.”110 Differently from the performances presented 
in the previous chapter, RTS events were and are spontaneous and not directed to any specif-
ic person or local party, rather they challenge the whole global capitalistic system by showing 
that, even just for a day, the world can be different.  
 
 
Reclaim the Streets, Voina, Dost je! and Atopie show organisational modalities that strongly 
resemble the informal structure of “affinity groups” and “clusters”. Informal organisation can 
be formed by affinity groups very different from each other‟s, which participate in a common 
struggle or project without compromising their personal perspectives and principles. The in-
formal composition of the affinity group and “cluster” allows the subject to preserve his indi-
vidual freedom, escaping the subordination to the group, characteristic of the classical orga-
nisation of synthesis. In the informal organisation, the collectivity exists to carry out the 
coordination of subversive activity in the interest of each of the individuals. Contrary, the 
permanent organisation is incline to develop into an institution with formal or informal hie-
rarchies and where active power of individuals is absorbed by the organisation, that become a 
goal in itself. The individual inserted in the informal organisation is rather actively and pro-
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foundly participating in both the individual and collective level. By being part of a network 
of affinity groups the individual is surrounded by peers and thus he/she can experience the 
freedom to develop his/her individuality. The desire to individual freedom of self-
determination is however intrinsically linked to the social struggle for the common good. 
Every individual or collective acts of insurrection is not isolated and autonomous in itself, but 
it implies some level of interpersonal relations indicating the presence of a collective dimen-
sion of struggle. By integrating Stirner‟s egoism and Proudhon‟s “social destination” of art, 
the groups discussed here aim to develop a deeper level of individual autonomy, in which to 
experiment new forms of subjectivity and of being together.  
Regarding the artistic dimension of these actions, I think that an approach that princi-
pally focuses on the aesthetic of protest, through an analogy with carnival in the case of RTS 
or with reference to performance art in the case of Voina, Dost je! and Atopie, offers a useful 
model. However, as Baz Kershaw noted, the attention to formal similarities risks to detract 
attention from the practical effects and “ideological” contributions of these actions.111 Politi-
cal art is, indeed, condemned to be unfruitful if it is not understood and valorised in its rela-
tion to political activism. The anti-authoritarian groups discussed above show strong organi-
sational, tactical and philosophical affinity with anarchism. They promote ideas of self-
emancipation, self-organisation, equality, solidarity, experimentation, and disruption of social 
and political hierarchies. They also make use the of anarchist methods of direct action and 
prefigurative politics. The direct actions or guerrilla performances they realize are acts of 
“Poetic Terrorism” that aimed to produce an effect in the daily life rather than just in the 
realm of aesthetic. These actions are conceived as political actions where the aesthetic effect 
plays an important role, but not the main one. They intended to transmit a message and to 
produce a disturbance into “the state of things”. By participating into the destruc-
tion/construction of values, by experimenting alternative ways of being and reclaiming their 
right to speak and express dissent, they affirm the fundamental equality of men. Their impor-
tance lies in being an autonomous voice outside the institutionalized art and political world.  
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3. Rancière and the emancipatory power of art practice  
 
The French philosopher Jacques Rancière provided important contributions to the debate 
concerning the relation between aesthetic and politics. In Rancière‟s oeuvre on art and poli-
tics emerges a main theoretical framework: le partage du sensible. The distribution of the 
sensible is the principle governing our sensible order, namely our sensible experience. It is a 
sensory framework that limits the common understanding of the visible and sayable, and thus 
creates principles of inclusion and exclusion within specific networks of power. Like Fou-
cault, Rancière conceives the distribution of the sensible as a political and historical configu-
ration of sense.
112
 The aim of this chapter is to explore how Rancière‟s philosophy of “dis-
sensus” and “equality” can be used to provide insight into the actions of Voina, Dost je! and 
Atopie through analysing them as examples of dissensual acts that change the distribution of 
the sensible, promoting a process of emancipation. Moreover, the chapter will contribute to 
enlighten the exiting congruence between Rancière‟s thought and contemporary anarchism.   
 
3.1 Rancière understanding of politics  
 
Police is the term used by Rancière to designate the “order of the visible and the sayable that 
makes it such that a certain activity is visible and another is not, that a certain form of speech 
is heard as discourse and another as noise.”113 The police is the set of powers that attempts to 
maintain a specific order in the distribution of the sensible, perpetuating the status quo.
114
 By 
penetrating all areas of the social body and by keeping all forms of dissent invisible, the po-
lice perpetuate the conviction that no other modes of expression and being are possible. Ran-
cière‟s understanding of the concept of consensus as “the reduction of politics to the police” 
and “the reduction of the people to sum of the parts of the social body” indicates the condi-
tion upon which present democracies riley, a condition in which there is no space for alterna-
tives in the public arena.
115
 Politics instead is its antagonistic activity that “breaks the sensible 
configuration in which parties and parts or their absence are defined”.116 Defying “politics the 
manifestation of dissensus”, Rancière clearly offers a conception of politic as an oppositional 
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moment.
117
 Political “dissensus” is understood as an disagreement between different frame-
works of sense that question the boundaries between what is supposed to be political and 
what not, between who can speak and who are not suppose to speak. By disrupting the hie-
rarchies of the “police order” and by presenting different regimes of sense, dissensual acts, as 
those presented in the second chapter, unfold the possibilities for changing the coordinates of 
the sensible.  Rancière‟s book Dissensus, indeed, suggests that the success of politically en-
gaged actions should be considered by their capacity to alter and extend the fabric of the 
sensible. In order to realise a political change, direct actions must create new political subjec-
tification, present alternative possibilities in the understanding of the reality, and realize, 
through public and private actions, modes for incorporating those possibilities into daily life.  
According to Rancière present democracies are oligarchic states, where the order of 
the police divides and distributes the modes of saying and doing.
118
 Politics emerges where 
this order is suspended and questioned by the presupposition that another logic exists: the 
logic of equality. Equality is, indeed, a crucial concept in Rancière‟s philosophy, inasmuch it 
demolishes the division between ruled and rulers on which present democracies are built. Ac-
cording to Rancière a genuine democracy should rather be “the expression of the logic of 
equality through its assertion by those who have been told, for one reason or another, that 
they have no part in the determination of their collective lives.”119 Equality can be achieved 
in the realisation of a society of individuals rather than citizens, as citizens are not indepen-
dent from the anti-egalitarianism of institutions. Genuine politics emerges thus in not-
ordinary actions but in acts of “dissensus” that disrupt the established system extending the 
political to the anti-politics. Politics is both destructive, as it demolishes the permanent ordi-
nary governmental structure, and creative, as it allows new subjects to participate in the ac-
tively reconfiguration of the sensible. Politics, understood in Rancière‟s conception, allows 
for collective and individual actions against the hegemony of the oligarchic governments. It 
is a temporary association of individuals into groups with the aim of opposing the police or-
der. Thus politics emerges in moments of “dissensus” that by their own temporal nature are 
impermanent and temporary. Just as Bey‟s “Temporary Autonomous Zone”, Rancière‟s poli-
tics exists in the impermanent time of disruption and subvertion. In view of that, in the next 
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paragraph, Rancière‟s conception of politics will b used to frame the actions carried out by 
Voina, Dost je!, RTS and Atopie. 
 
3.2 Art as manifestation of “dissensus”  
 
Politics always penetrates the multiple dimensions of life, including the dimension of lan-
guage, in which art represents an effective expressive means of reflection and debate. Art and 
politics, wrote Rancière, “are not two permanent and separate realities. (...) They are (rather) 
two forms of distribution of the sensible, both of which are dependent on a specific regime of 
identification.”120 Politics and art are, thus, two consubstantial forms of configuration of the 
sensible, capable of maintaining and of modifying it. The role of art is that of exploring ex-
cluded and unconventional possibilities through the redistribution of sensible experiences, 
practices and roles. In The Politics of Aesthetics, Rancière proposed to think art as an inter-
vention and a disturbance of the common sense that, through the use of creative disruption 
and play, unfolds new ways of being and new forms of life.
121 “The main enemy of artistic 
creativity as well as of political creativity” wrote Rancière, “is consensus-that is, inscription 
within given roles, possibilities, and competences.”122 Art as politics, according to Rancière, 
should be the visible manifestation of “dissensus”, namely, a radical challenge and counter-
claim to the existing order. Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS make use of direct action as a 
means of questioning the prevailing belief regarding who is allowed to participate to politics 
and who is not. These anti-authoritarian groups are engaged in direct actions to alter such as-
sumptions and to expose subjects who have no forms of representation in the partage du 
sensible. Artistic oppositional direct actions are used by these groups for demolishing the 
dominant institutional system and for altering the established distribution of the sensible. The 
action Erasure plays with the paradox of the simultaneous presence/absence of the action for 
exposing the absurd condition of existence of people who are not officially recognized as part 
of the distribution of the sensible.
123
 By organizing a spontaneous, illegal but public action, 
they force people to see and recognize the invisible existence of the erased, and thus they re-
inscribe them as existing political subjects. Voina‟s actions against censorship introduced in 
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the previous chapter, as well as A Dick capture by FSB, Palace Revolution and Atopie‟s bar-
rication of Basel museum, are explicit and practical attempts to temporally break the status of 
consensus. Palace Revolution, as I mentioned, is the materialisation of Voina‟s statement “we 
turn the corrupt police system upside down”, that in Rancière‟s terms can be understood as: 
“we subvert the police consensual order”, and this is what they do. In this context, RTS 
events can be seen as public explosions of the destructive and creative energies that feed such 
acts of “dissensus”. RTS events are the public demonstration, in spaces usually known as 
symbolic places of the financial and political power, that other modes of being and doing are 
possible. These events, as well as the actions discussed above, publically affirm that in a so-
ciety there cannot be a single ideological consensus on how to behave and act. Employing di-
rect actions to express political “dissensus”, Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS crash the illu-
sion of consensus, publicly demonstrating the existence of alternatives. Assuming a position 
of opposition to the police order, these movements and collectives occupy a space between 
the visible and the invisible. In this theoretical context, the actions introduced in the second 
chapter can be read as performances that show the capacity of art to challenge, to perturb and 
to reinvent the fabric of the sensible. It is precisely such capacity that enables the subject to 
fulfil a political role. 
In an interview with Fulvia Carnevale and John Kelsey, published in Artforum, the 
French philosopher recommended to be suspicious of the alleged
 
forms of critical art, which, 
despite their protesting rhetoric, fall completely within the logic of consensus and of the mar-
ket. “There is a whole series of forms of critical or activist art that are caught up in this police 
logic of the equivalence of the power of the market and the power of its denunciation”.124 The 
political emancipating power of art, he argued, tends to be seen as the capacity of art to per-
mit experiences of individual freedom, to raise consciousness and thus to provoke political 
actions. However, the archetype of the artist, who reveals the contradictions of society, mobi-
lizing individuals for the struggle, fails to acknowledge that aesthetic introduces a layer of 
mediation that interrupt any immediate relation between cause and effect. Despite the ability 
of art to express “dissensus”, which is the essential vehicle of political change, aesthetic acts 
of “dissensus” cannot be limited to their political means and efficacy. “„Aesthetic efficacy‟ 
means a paradoxical kind of efficacy that is produced by the very rupturing of any determi-
nate link between cause and effect”.125 Rancière does not conceive art and politics as two se-
parated sectors linked by a chronological relation of cause and effect (art  critical awaken-
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ing of consciousness  political change). Instead, an action can belong simultaneously to 
both the political and the artistic sphere, by transforming the distribution of the visible and 
sayble and the ways of perceiving and expressing it. The apparent failure of RTS movements 
to produce a concrete political result should be considered in light of Rancière‟s notion of 
“aesthetic efficacy”. The political effect of art, in the case of both RTS events and the actions 
of other groups, rises when it crosses the boundaries between art and non-art, making visible 
what is considered invisible and unsayable and thus introducing a change in the partage du 
sensible.  
 
3.3 The equality of intelligence 
 
Rancière‟s analysis of the partage du sensible and of the different regimes of art can be inter-
preted as an attempt to restore the emancipatory power of art that lies in the practice of “dis-
sensus” and in the premise of equality. The chance for subjective emancipation may be rea-
lized in the aesthetic regime, because art can extend the landscape of the possible. Essential 
for such emancipatory project, as proposed by Rancière, is the idea of “equality of intelli-
gence” developed in The Ignorant Schoolmaster. In this book, the French philosopher re-
newed the radical pedagogy of Joseph Jacotot (1770 –1840), expounding his defence of intel-
lectual equality. Like Jacotot, Rancière rejected the distinction between “knowing minds and 
ignorant ones” and “an inferior intelligence and a superior one”.126 In this way Rancière chal-
lenged the pedagogical myth that considers students as intellectually inferior compared to the 
teachers. The belief that the masters possess a superior intellect that allow them to teach the 
students, is contradicted and denied by the fact that Jacotot‟s students were able to understand 
what their master was not able to explain. The process of emancipation, thus, works through 
the recognition of such intellectual equality, and the recognition of the equality of the sensi-
ble and the intellectual that opens “the possibility of a more sensible intelligence and more 
intelligent sensibility.”127 The pedagogical theory outlined by Rancière offers new prospects 
for projects of emancipation as it starts from the admission that “equality is not an end to at-
tain but a point of departure, a supposition to maintain in every circumstance.” 
All institutionalised forms are founded on the recognition of the existence of a certain 
intellectual authority and thus a position of mastery of the people who claim to have such in-
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tellectual or technical knowledge. Every form of political and social domination is based on 
the presupposition of intellectual inequality that justifies the existence of hierarchies and infe-
rior positions. The direct actions presented above challenged the idea that only experts and 
politicians have the right to manage the problems of societies and to participate in the deci-
sion-making process. Through their actions, Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and many others break 
such established convention, affirming the notion of the equality of intelligence and thus the 
right to contribute to the distribution of the sensible. As mentioned in the second chapter, 
these groups rely on the anarchist equal-liberty ethos that they promote through their actions 
and daily practices. Therefore, the actions staged by Voina, Atopie and Dost je! rely on the 
presupposition of the equality of intelligence and thus on the presupposition of the equal right 
to intervene in the order of the visible and sayble. The construction by Atopie of a wall in 
front of the Basel contemporary art museum becomes, as in the case of Voina, the materiali-
sation of the state of affairs. The wall becomes the realisation of the principles of inclusion 
and exclusion that delimitate what is possible to see and do, to say and think, namely the dis-
tribution of the sensible. The wall is thus the materialisation of the principle of exclusion 
from the “partage du sensible” in general and from the institution of art in particular. This ac-
tion, as well as “street-art installation” realized by Voina in front the main entrance of the 
Russian state museum (Palace Revolution), acquires importance by being the public affirma-
tion of the existence of ways of being and doing art that are alternative to the official ones 
and exist outside the institutional boundaries. The organisation by Atopie of a public vernis-
sage in a squatted house instead than in an institutional place officially reserved to art, ac-
quire a deep political meaning, becoming the evidence that art exists beyond any institutional 
criteria. By refusing to operate inside the institutions of art because they rely on the recogni-
tion of a certain intellectual authority and mastery, these actions become the evidence that art 
can be instead a vehicle for the manifestation of equality. The groups discussed here reject 
any form of vanguardism. They do not accept the idea of the artist as the one who reveals the 
contradictions of society and then leads the crowd. By relying on the anarchist ethos of equal-
liberty, consistent with Rancière‟s notion of “equality of intelligence”, the actions of these 
groups aim not to be a prescription but rather a contribution to the construction of alternative 
realities based on solidarity networks. The idea of equality is an essential point of departure 
for the process of emancipation and the subsequent subjectivation trigged by these groups. 
The groups taken in consideration here do not make any explicit reference to Rancière phi-
losophy. However, I thought it was worthwhile using Rancière philosophy of “dissensus” and 
“equality” to provide insights into the actions of Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and Reclaim the 
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Streets . These actions are indeed analysed as examples of dissensual acts that interfere with 
the distribution of the sensible, promoting a process of emancipation. 
 
 
Rancière‟s philosophical thought shows obvious similarities with contemporary anar-
chism. His entire oeuvre aims to question existing hierarchies and to undermine forms of au-
thority based on the recognition of the position of mastery. As explained in the above, Ran-
cière proposes an anarchist educational model, based on the recognition of the total equality 
of men. The acknowledgement of equality is the only way individuals can undertake a 
process of self-emancipation: “there is only one way to emancipate. And no party or govern-
ment, no army, school, or institution, will ever emancipate a single person.”128 The practice 
of self-emancipation and the neutralisation of socio-political hierarchies through the assertion 
of the equality of all humans, as proposed by Rancière, are clearly congruent with the post-
anarchist thought that aims to challenge every forms of domination built on the affirmation of 
inequality. Rancière‟s oeuvre is an attempt to bring to light the emancipatory potential of in-
dividuals and collectives in reorganizing knowledge, competences and roles, establishing a 
community of equals. Rancière‟s philosophy clearly introduces significant innovations to the 
understanding of the creative potentiality of artists who deploy political direct actions in their 
artistic practice, as the ones discussed above. The power of political and artistic actions lies in 
their rebellion against the exclusion from the space of representation. By artistic deconstruc-
tion and creation of new meanings and new forms of being, the direct actions staged by RTS, 
Voina, Atopie and Dost je!, promote processes of emancipation and subjectivation. They 
provoke an alteration in the partage du sensible, embodying moments of politics because 
“politics begin exactly when those who cannot do something show that in fact they can”.129 
Jacques Rancière portrays politics as the alteration of the sensorial experience of „be-
ing together‟”.130 His notion of politics is thus clearly aesthetic, as it requires the reconfigura-
tion of socially and politically distributed sensible experiences. Therefore his concept of aes-
thetic is strongly political. Aesthetic is indeed conceived as a metapolitics, namely a way of 
doing politics different from the conventional methods of politics. In Dissensus Rancière de-
scribed how the practice of “dissensus”, as an aesthetic phenomenon, is a metapolitical 
project that aims to realize moments of “freedom and equality incorporated in living atti-
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tudes, in a new relationship between thought and the sensory world, between the bodies and 
their environment”.131 Through the ethos of prefigurative politics and the tactic of direct ac-
tion, the anti-authoritarian groups discussed in the second chapter achieve such aim: they di-
rectly apply anarchist values such equality and solidarity in their artistic and daily practices 
and in their experimentation of not-hierarchical organizational subjectivities. I propose, there-
fore, to read the actions discussed in the previous chapter as aesthetic phenomena of “dissen-
sus” and as metapolitical projects of emancipation and subjectivation, because, as Rancière 
wrote, “a political declaration or manifestation, like an artistic form, is an arrangement of 
words, a montage of gestures, an occupation of space. In any case, a process of subjectivation 
is certainly a „materialist process of action on the environment‟.”132 Indeed, Leonid Nikolaev 
once stated: “Voina is involved in developing a new political language with which to ade-
quately address reality”.133  
Rancière proposes a concept of politics conceived as the coexistence of two opposite 
forces; the police that aim to maintain the distributions static, and the existence of genuine at-
tempts to change it. By being an oppositional system, Rancière‟s politics is possible only in 
moments of “dissensus” that demonstrate the existence of alternatives. The movement Rec-
laim the Streets and the actions of frontal opposition of groups such as Dost je!, Voina, Ato-
pie and many others are considered as examples of “dissensus” that by presenting “two 
worlds in one” and by starting from the premise of equality, try to interfere with the distribu-
tion of the sensible, claiming a change.
134 
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4 Foucault and the practice of self-mastery and positive critique as form of resistance 
 
The present chapter discusses the foucauldian notion of “ethical askesis” and  “positive criti-
que” that will be read as an attitude of permanent criticism that leads to acts of aesthetic self-
creation. Foucault‟s philosophical theories are essential to understand how activist artists ac-
tivate the process of emancipation through forms of visual and ontological resistance, exem-
plifying Foucault‟s  “Art of Living”. The notion of ontological resistance will be instead cla-
rified through reference to the philosophical contributions of   Judith Revel. This chapter, 
therefore, seeks to elucidate how Foucault‟s theories can be applied to better understand the 
ethical philosophy that underpins the artistic and daily practices of anarchist/antiauthoritarian 
groups such as Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS. 
 
4.1 Life as a work of art 
 
By translating the Greek expression “techne tou biou” as “aesthetics of existence”, French 
philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984) introduced the ethical idea that a “self” can be 
created as a work of art. Fundamental for the understanding of Foucault‟s philosophy of sub-
jectivity is his concept of ethical askesis that Foucault defined as “a work of the self on the 
self, an elaboration of the self by the self, a progressive transformation of the self by the self 
for which one takes responsibility in a long labor of ascesis”.135 As O‟Learly underlined in 
Foucault and the Art of Ethics, Foucaultʹs notion of ethical aesthetics does not refer to any 
cosmic order or eternal principle of taste. Rather, according to Foucault, it means to act in the 
total lack of universal norms and principles.
136
 In his late studies on ethics, Foucault‟s philos-
ophy of resistance focused on the processes that enable the creative self-formation of auto-
nomous individuals. The practice of resistance, proposed by Foucault, is clearly connected to 
the practice of aesthetic self-creation. Through a critical and creative engagement, the subject 
unfolds “spaces” for self-management and self-creation. By undertaking a process of de-
subjectivation, the subject works on the construction of self as an ethical work of art, remov-
ing ethics from the state-juridical sphere and reserving it to the individual reflection. Such a 
process of de-subjectivation is equivalent to Rancière‟s political subjectivity that, as Newman 
wrote, comes from “a process of disengagement from established subject positions and social 
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identities.”137  
Foucault elaborated the idea of ethics as an “aesthetic of existence” and as a practice 
of philosophical askesis that, through a constant process of self–valuation and critique, allows 
the subject to search for his own ethic, escaping modern relationship with power and know-
ledge. According to Foucault “the care of the self” is essential for the realisation of the expe-
rience of freedom. Foucault‟s statement that “liberty is a practice” means that the experience 
of freedom needs a constant reaffirmation of the processes of de-subjectivation and subjecti-
vation. Indeed he wrote: “The will to be a moral subject and the search for an ethics of exis-
tence were…mainly an attempt to affirm one‟s liberty and to give one‟s own life a certain 
form.”138 Clearly, the concept of askesis is a crucial element in Foucault‟s resistance to pow-
er. By writing on asceticism as a form of pastoral “counter-conducts”, he depicted self-
discipline and self-formation as activities that can create excess that denies access to an ex-
ternal power, opening spaces for individual freedom.
139
 The Foucauldian concept of “coun-
ter-conducts”, elaborated during his work on governamentality, enlightens the indissoluble 
relation between resistance and the forms of government they contest. The counter-conducts 
approach concentrates on practices of personal and daily micro-resistance to social norms and 
attitudes rather than on resistance‟s movements. Foucault therefore depicted self-creation and 
self-mastery as forms of “counter-conducts”, that is, as forms of resistance to predetermined 
and dictated forms of being. The continuous effort of experimenting unconventional forms of being 
and being together results in the most fruitful and productive form of resistance, through which the 
individuals remove themselves from the circuits of the modern state-power, giving birth to, as Judith 
Revel would say, forms of ontological resistance.  
In “Un ontologia dell „attualità”, the French philosopher Judith Revel interpreted the 
Foucauldian “project for a critical ontology of ourselves” as the process of creating new 
forms of life and of being.
140
 According to Revel, the real essence of resistance is its material 
capacity of ontologically producing new forms of being; art, conceived as a form of experi-
mentation, plays a crucial role in such creation. What Revel refers to as “ontological resis-
tance” is thus a process of resistance that finds realisation in the act of creative self-
transformation through which the individual affirms him/herself, escaping predetermined and 
expected subjectivities and experiencing the freedom of being others. By ontological resis-
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tance, Revel thus signifies the political act as a process of individual and collective subjecti-
vation: resistance in terms of an ontological surplus of subversive creative power. “Resis-
tance is a creative development of life, art understood as a political paradigm as it puts its 
stake on the invention of existence against the reproduction of goods (..) Resistance is ontol-
ogy. (..) Nothing can resist without potentia, without an innovation, without an opening up of 
being (ouverture de l‟être), in other words without an affirmation of the ontological dimen-
sion of the political acts of resistance”.141 In this context the Foucauldian invitation to “make 
ourselves as a work of art” seems clear and means “to make one‟s life the ground of one‟s 
own resistance.”142  
In the paper „Stirner and Foucault: Toward a Post-Kantian Freedom‟, Newman sug-
gests that Stirner‟s theory of ownness as a non-essentialist form of freedom has several anal-
ogies with Foucault's project of freedom, which requires a critical ethos and an aestheticiza-
tion of the self.
143
 According to Newman, for both Foucault and Stirner, every project of in-
surrection aiming to gain freedom and autonomy, starts with the transformation of the self. 
As outlined in the first chapter, Stirner developed a theory of ownness for sustaining his radi-
cal individuality. Stirner conceived the self as a “creative nothigness” that has to be devel-
oped through a constant process of self-creation. Therefore, both Stirner's insurrectional 
project and Foucault's “care for the self” are innovative practice of freedom in which the sub-
ject is free to create him/herself, escaping the limits dictated by an essentialist conception of 
the human being and by universal notions of ethics and morality. Both philosophers con-
ceived the cultivation of individuality as a project of liberation that increases the level of in-
dividual autonomy of each subject. The Foucauldian invitation to the cultivation of indivi-
duality, however, is not an egoistical self-centred activity opposed to the social struggle for 
the common good. According to Foucault, similarly to insurrectional anarchism, cultivating 
the individuality is a fundamental activity for realizing the well-being not only of self but also 
of the society as a whole. The individual process of ethical self-formation gains importance in 
the subsequent relation with others based on the respect of their freedom. “The Care for self 
is ethical in itself, but it implies complex relations with others. (...) It always aims at the good 
for others.”144 The process of subjectivation, as Revel recognises, involves linking to self as 
well as connecting with others, through the experimentation of new organisational and rela-
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tional experiences, as the ones developed by Voina, Dost je!, RTS and Atopie.
145
 Foucault‟s 
processes of subjectivation are not only theoretical and reflective, but must be realized 
through concrete actions. He wrote: “Men are at once elements and agents of a single 
process. They may be actors in the process to the extent that they participate in it; and the 
process occurs to the extent that men decide to be its voluntary actors”.146 The actions staged 
by Voina, Dost je! Atopie and RTS will be framed in the next paragraph as concrete actions 
that realize and exemplify the constant reaffirmation of the process of subjectivation as form 
of ontological resistance and declaration of freedom.  
 
4.1 The creation of new subjectivities  
 
The foucauldian practice of “the care of self” finds application in the practices of the anar-
chist/antiauthoritarian groups and movements such those introduced in the previous chapter, 
which play a crucial role in the creation of new forms of subjectivity and ethical practices. 
Such movements and groups employ the concept of ethical askesis in the realization of a 
more autonomous existence through the practice of self-creation. By developing personal 
forms of ethical askesis and experimenting alternative forms of organizational subjectivity, 
these groups activate processes of micro-emancipation that generate individuals capable of 
changing the “distribution of the sensible”. The process of self-education and self-formation 
discussed by Foucault represents an important component of anarchist ethics. It finds applica-
tion in the prefigurative ethos and in the DIY approach adopted by anarchist movements and 
groups such as Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS. Prefigurative politics represents an exten-
sion of the idea of direct action in the daily practices. The prefigurative ethos implements the 
experimental anarchist principles and values in the daily practices and activities, and in the 
structure of the group. It is the attempt to develop horizontal collective structures and rela-
tional dynamics that avoid power relations. It is the translation of the anarchist ethics into a 
constant process of practical experimentation and self-improvement. The ends and aims of 
these anarchist movements are thus “recursively built into (their) daily operation and organi-
zational style. (...) It is the explicit attention to organisation as a semiotic strategy and the at-
tempt to work directly from basic values to daily practice that merits the designation of a 
„culturalist‟ orientation; these are movements that actively symbolise who they are and what 
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they want not just as end goals but as daily guides to movement practice.”147 Foucault‟s ethical 
“art of living” considered as a genuine and authentic self-forming activity, can be used to deli-
neate the activities of antiauthoritarian movements as an effort to develop alternative ethical 
practices and new ways of living that go against the dominant hegemonic forms of subjectivity. 
Such practices trigger a process of emancipation originated by the freedom of self-creating our-
selves in terms of ethical askesis, beyond any cosmic order and universal ethical code. 
Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS employ the method of direct action to give birth to un-
conventional forms of subjectivity “expand(ing) the field of the possible”.148 Through the use of 
creative disruption and creative experimentation, they enable a process of de-subjectivation and 
re-construction of the self. The refusal to conform themselves to the rules of the institutionalized 
financial art-world as well as the rejection of the role of the artist as producer of luxurious objects 
or genius and educator of the masses are part of their process of de-subjectivation. The process of 
self-formation and re-construction of the self takes place in their daily experimental practices and 
actions. In this context, the simple act of non putting censorial limits to their art and refusing to 
conform themselves to the institutional norms and art-market‟s rules, choosing instead to initiate 
a path of self-development and self-mastery, is a form of “counter-conducts”, namely a form of 
ontological and daily resistance and emancipation.
149
 The action “Erasure” by Dost je!, as well as 
the construction of the wall by Atopie, the interruption of the meeting on Erofeev–Samodurov 
case by Voina, and the RTS‟s events show the presence of two different dimensions of existence. 
On one side, the official institutionalized one, in which the individual is categorized in a prefixed 
role as citizen, erased, criminal, artist, educator, student ect; and on the other side, an authentic 
dimension, in which the individual recognizes him/herself as an autonomous subject existing in-
dependently from the institutional system and capable of undertaking processes of self-formation 
and self-improvement. The creation by Atopie of a non-institutional autonomous space in Basel 
where to develop experimental creative practices, is part of such process of self-formation of au-
tonomous individuals.  
The ethics and philosophy of Voina, Dost je!, RTS and Atopie are reflected in their 
daily praxis as well as in their constant choice to refuse to participate to the financial and 
power fluxes. Direct actions, in this context, become not only a vehicle for criticizing the es-
tablished system but also a form of self-education about ways of participating in the construc-
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tion of common values and independent spaces. These actions are read as an essential part of 
the path towards the awareness of the individual as autonomous self-forming subject. By tak-
ing into account Foucault‟s concept of “aesthethic of existence” and the correlated process of 
emancipation and subjectivation, it seems thus clear that direct action and participation em-
ployed by the antiauthoritarian groups discussed above, strive to a process of self-
management and self-government that should be understood as being both a means and an 
end. Although there is no explicit reference by these groups to Foucault‟s philosophy, it 
seems evident that Foucault‟s legacy consciously or unconsciously informs the philosophy 
and practice of numerous anti-authoritarian groups and movements. 
 
4.2 The Cynic school  
 
In his studies on askesis, Foucault paid particular attention to the Cynic school of philosophy, 
considered as the first case of an anti-institutional ethic prone towards practices of self-
mastery. In the Cynic school self- mastery was developed not in order to exercise power upon 
others, as in the Stoic philosophy, but as an act of permanent critique of the governing social 
order.
150
 The Cynic school, as Foucault highlighted, was unconventional in its explicit critical 
orientation towards social elites. Contrary to the other schools of Greek ethics, Cynism was 
clearly anti-hierarchical and anti-institutional, and thus evidently in opposition to the domi-
nant social order.
151
 Cynics were particularly interested in the exposure and acceptance of the 
truth, which Foucault defined as “the scandal of the truth”, the kernel of Cynicism.152 This 
scandal was the animal essence of human beings repressed by the hypocrisy and the prig-
gishness of the civilized society. The genuine acceptance of the “scandal of the truth” and the 
resourceful use of humour for criticising the society, make the Cynic school an interesting 
theoretical and historical referent for the understanding of modern artistic movements that 
employ humour and aim to bring to light the instinctive animal nature of humans. This seems 
particularly evident in the case of the “Viennese Actionism”, but it is also true for either 
groups such as the Voina, Dost je! and Reclaim the Streets. It is indeed apparent in actions 
such as A Dick captured by FSB or Palace Revolution and United Leaves, which humorously 
mock authorities exposing the “scandal of the truth”. In modern antiauthoritarian groups, like 
those taken in consideration here, such as in Cynism, the practice of self-mastery and the ac-
                                                 
150 Foucault  2011, p. 170 in Munro 2014, p. 133. 
151 Ibidem. 
152 Foucault  2011, p. 174. 
 
51 
ceptance of the “scandal of the truth” are crucial practices for breaking away from the domi-
nant conventions, norms and values. Through the process of self-reflection and self-
management, both aim to change the social order.  
 
 
4.3 Positive critique and the possibility of emancipation 
 
Foucault‟s concept of “positive critique” as “the permanent reactivation of an attitude-that is, 
of a philosophical ethos that could be described as a permanent critique of our historical era” 
resonates with Proudhon‟s concept of critical idealism.153 Both concepts aim to represent the 
social reality and simultaneously to show another, and better, version of it. By presenting 
“two worlds in one”, they represent the reality and, at the same time, they criticize it offering 
the image of an alternative one. Both notions thus can be conceived as acts of “dissensus” in 
Rancière‟s terms. The form of critique proposed by Foucault is envisaged for an active and 
participating subject as it can be transformed “into a practical critique that takes the form of a 
possible transgression.”154 Foucault wrote indeed that critique “should be an instrument for 
those who fight, those who resist and refuse what is. Its use should be in processes of conflict 
and confrontation, essays in refusal. It doesn't have to lay down the law for the law. It isn't a 
stage of programming. It is a challenge.”155 The Foucauldian form of critique is clearly an ac-
tive experimental practice that aims to demonstrate the possibility of other ways of doing and 
of being, showing that the actual reality is only one of the infinite possibilities.  
The idea of “positive critique” as experimental practice proposed by Foucault finds 
application in the ethos of prefigurative politics that animates the practices and actions of the 
groups discussed in the second chapter. RTS events show a strong experimental character. 
Just as the actions of Voina, Dost je! and Atopie, they invite people to join and release their 
creativeness and destructiveness in order to give birth to acts that destabilize the consensual 
order of things and undertake a free autonomous and conscious experimental path. The ver-
nissage and the exhibition organized by Atopie had the same aim, namely to start a process of 
critical and ontological experimentation. Foucault‟s concept of critique and of “aesthetic ex-
istence” implies a passage from the old conception of emancipation to a new one. The old 
concept of emancipation is based on a vertical structure that places the emancipator in the po-
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sition of master-explicator. Emancipation, in this context, is viewed as a process that is rea-
lized upon people and not by them, because it is based on the premise of inequality. The new 
concept of emancipation promoted by Foucault overturned this premise making equality the 
starting point for any emancipatory process, just as Rancière did later in the Ignorant 
Schoolmaster. This is an essential starting point for the processes of emancipation activated 
by the antiauthoritarian groups such as those discussed here.  
 
 
Foucault‟s genealogical studies demonstrated that subjectivity is central to any form of ethi-
cal and political dissent. Any project of resistance should start from a process of self-mastery 
and self-formation. Indeed Foucault stated: “there is no first or final point of resistance to po-
litical power other than the relationship one has to oneself”.156 By self-exploring and estab-
lishing their own ethical rules, the individuals allow the networks of power to exercise the 
minimum level of domination. Subjectivities produced through a process of self-management 
provide forms of existence that exceed the state relation and exist outside the hegemonic neo-
liberal capitalist circuits. It is precisely in these “outsider” aspects of the subjectivities that 
the potential for change is to be found.  
By refusing predetermined conventional forms of being and of acting, and by devel-
oping experimental artistic and political practices, as well as experimental organisational 
forms, the groups discussed in this thesis put in practice Foucault‟s suggestion of “making 
ourself as a work of art” in the aim of developing subjectivities that can resist to the dominant 
hegemonic ones. Foucault‟s philosophy of “care of the self” was therefore essential to eluci-
date the self-educational philosophy adopted by contemporary anarchist groups, which can 
now be understood as explicit and conscious experiments. The actions staged by Voina, Dost 
je!, Atopie and RTS rely indeed on the conviction that “the creation of the harmonious, free 
society is a constant, dynamic process of self-improvement, spontaneous organization and 
free experimentation.”157 Antiauthoritarian groups and movements, such those taken in con-
sideration, work to develop alternative ways of living and unconventional autonomous orga-
nizational subjectivities through the performance of “dissensus”. Such subjectivities can act 
as forms and source of resistance to the dominant distribution of power and knowledge. RTS 
events are the public manifestation and celebration of such alternative subjectivies as vehicle 
of ontological resistance 
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5. Arendt and the nature of Human Action  
 
The present chapter aims to elucidate the performative nature of the actions of Voina, Dost 
je!, Atopie and RTS. Arendt‟s theory of action as a means to insert ourselves into the human 
world is used to frame such actions as attempts to experience freedom through the creation of 
new subjectivities. Arendt‟s concept of art as lacking any utilitarian purpose is furthermore 
important for the appreciation of these actions as cultural performance.  
 
5.1 Human action 
 
In The Human Nature, (1958) the American political theorist Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) 
described three distinct but correlated human activities: labor, work and action. Labor refers 
to the basic activities that sustain the biological needs of human life, while work is a unique 
human skill and relates to the activities creating the more enduring public structures of col-
lective artificial realm. Finally, action is conceived as participation to the political life, indeed 
it “is the only activity that goes on directly between men without the intermediary of things 
or matter, (and) corresponds to the human condition of plurality.” 158 According to Arendt, 
the human plurality is the condition sine qua non for action and speech, which simultaneous-
ly reveals human equality and distinctness. The Greek equivalent of the world “to act” is 
“archein” that means “to begin”, while the Latin correspondent is “agere” that means “to set 
into motion”, “to start”. To act, thus, can be understood in more general terms as “to take in-
itiative”. According to Arendt, to act indicates the urge to start something new and is an im-
pulse that belongs to every human being from the moment that he/she comes into the world. 
Through action and speech individuals reveal their singularity and uniqueness. “With word 
and deed” wrote Arendt, “we insert ourselves into the human world (…) men show who they 
are, reveal actively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in the hu-
man world.”159  
Although action and speech are strictly connected to the individuality of the subject, 
they also operate in a public stage, because they are inevitably involved in the human net-
work of acting and speaking. Politics thus emerges by acting in the public realm that Arendt 
identifies as the polis. “Action not only has the most intimate relationship to the public part of 
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the world common to us all, but is the one activity which constitutes it.”160 To act in the pub-
lic arena becomes thus the materialization of freedom that is rooted in the ability to be born 
again, starting something unexpected. “The raison d‟être of politics is freedom, and its field 
of experience is action”.161 However, Arendt recognizes that it is because of such existing 
flux of human activities that actions almost never fulfil their aims or complete their goals. 
Actions are not indeed entirely determined and influenced by their purposes, because the ac-
tion is free to the extent that is able to transcend them.
162
 
 
5.2 Performance art, affirmation of individuality in human plurality 
 
The peculiarity of art, according to Arendt is the lack of a utilitarian purpose. Being com-
pletely non-functional, art should escape any form of commodification and, thus, should exist 
completely outside of the market circuits. The performance arts meet better these prerequi-
sites as they challenge classification, categorization and commodification. The extemporane-
ous nature of the performance art, its spontaneity and its multiple expressive modalities, 
make it more resistant to be classified on a theoretical and metalinguistic basis. Being a 
unique and irreproducible event, entirely consummated in its immanence, the performance art 
refuses any classification and commodification. By virtue of these characteristics, perfor-
mance arts seem to have a deep affinity with Arendt‟s concept of politics and action. Like 
politics, the performance art needs the complicity and the interaction with an audience, and a 
public organized space where to act in front of a community. Being an action, the perfor-
mance art inserts itself into the active network of human activities that contribute to give it a 
meaning. The “otherness”, however, is as essential as the condition of human plurality, be-
cause it is precisely the “otherness” that emerges into a creative moment, which acquires 
sense only in the dimension of human plurality.  
Performance art, thus, reflects Arendt‟s concept of action as a new announcement and 
birth of the individual into the world. As I outlined above, for Arendt action is a means to af-
firm the subject‟s unique individuality into the human flux. Lea Vergine, in her book Body 
Art and Performance published in 1974, tried to explain the psychological reasons that led 
many artists to adopt the strategy of the performance. I do not intend to address this topic in 
detail herein, but a brief reference to the theoreticians of the performance art is useful for bet-
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ter understanding the connection between performance art and Arendt‟s understanding of ac-
tion.
163
 Lea Vergine wrote that the needs to act and perform are born from a desire to explore 
the human nature in its paradoxes, needs, conflicts and desires. To do so, the performer must 
act in front of an audience, because the participation of the spectator is essential for the per-
former himself. The audience becomes the accomplice of the action of the performer; specta-
tors are called to reconsider their daily life and to put into question their own behaviour. The 
performance is, thus, not only the expression of the desire to explore the human nature, but 
also to understand the working principles of human relationships. The analysis of Vergine 
depicts the performance as an attempt of the subject to reconstruct and reassert his/her indivi-
duality into the existing human plurality. In other words, it is an attempt to come into the 
world again. The action thus becomes, as Vergine wrote, “l‟estremo tentativo per conquistare 
il diritto di metterci al mondo di nuovo”164. Indeed, Nicola Frangione added: “la performance 
diventa un parto, una nascita, un avvenimento esistenziale di messa al mondo perché su tutto 
ciò che è avvenuto nella performance ci riconosciamo antropologicamente vivi nel senso.”165  
Through the unpredictability of their action, the groups discussed in this chapter af-
firm their freedom to be and to modify the reality. By inserting themselves into the world, 
they create new subjectivities that interfere with the existing system of action and conven-
tional relationships removing limitations and cutting across all boundaries.
166
 The actions 
discussed can be considered as cultural and artistic performances, in which the performers re-
inscribe themselves as political subjects. The individuality and peculiarity of the subject 
emerge in the creative moment of the action and enter into the distribution of the sensible in-
troducing changes. In all the actions discussed here the spectators play a crucial role in the 
construction of meanings. These actions not only force the viewers to reconsider their beha-
viour and their role in society, but they intend to create a moment of disturbance and interrup-
tion of the daily routine of citizens.  In Erasure, or in the interruption by Voina of the public 
hearing on the Erofeev–Samodurov case, the presence of the audience was essential for the 
success of the performance. On the one hand, the spectators are called to reconsider their 
convictions and thoughts about the absurd condition of the erased in the first case, and about 
                                                 
163 A more deeper analysis of the topic is described in my bachelor thesis on Performance art “THE BODY OF 
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 “the performance translates into a delivery, a birth, an existential event involving ‘bringing something 
into the world’, because in all that happens during the performances we acknowledge ourselves as anth-
ropologically lively within the contents.” Frangione 2008, p. 9. 
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the honesty, transparency and management of the Russian government in the second case. On 
the other hand, these actions introduce an element of disturbance by interrupting the traffic 
and the public hearing. The construction of the wall by Atopie was also directed to an au-
dience. It was indeed not just aimed to the representatives and experts of the art-world, but 
also to a much broader and not specialized audience. The performance, which the wall is only 
the material evidence, questioned the possibility to those who do not belong or do not want to 
belong to the institutionalised art-world, to realize free art in free creative autonomous spac-
es. This action, as the others, aims to force the viewers to recognize the existence of the prin-
ciples of inclusion and exclusion that permeate society and to disturb the daily opening of the 
museum. RTS events were organized in the city centres rather than in secret places because 
they explicitly intended to create situations of interference and disturbance in the daily urban 
routine of the citizen-spectators and to break the existential reality of the system in order to 
highlight its contradictions. All the actions taken in consideration here acquire meaning by 
being performed in public places. They call into question not just governments and the beha-
viour of institutions, but also the passive agreement and complicity of the citizens that are 
forced by such actions to face the issue. 
 
5.3 Arendt’s understanding of politics and democracy 167 
 
Hanna Arendt offered a conception of democracy as a participatory action directed to the es-
tablishment of a constituted system. Contrary to Rancière, Arendt did not propose an opposi-
tional model. In Arendt‟s philosophical view, the concept of politics and democracy are not 
opposite and incompatible, rather they are consequential. The moments of politics, namely 
the revolutionary moments of innovation, should lead to the foundation of a democratic gov-
ernment. In the conclusion of On Revolution Arendt suggested a form of democratic govern-
ment that she names the “council system”, and that raises “directly out of the course of revo-
lution itself”.168 As an alternative to her criticism of the existing representative democratic 
systems, Arendt formulated the concept of “council system” as a form of government that 
aims to reconcile two opposite components: the constant push for innovation and the realiza-
tion of a stable and ordinary politics. According to Arendt, politics appears and materializes 
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in form of “action”, namely, the action of participating and engaging in politics by entering 
the space of the polis.  Once the individuals are ready to leave their private realm of econom-
ics, politics can “arise in what lies between men and is established as relationships”.169 The 
“council system” indeed, relies on an already institutionalized public space. Therefore, in 
Arendt‟s view, the final purpose of revolution is the establishment of a democratic system of 
governance and a peaceful mechanism of living together. Politics is conceived as a process 
that leads to a democratic system that, in turn, asserts its democratic nature by continuing re-
founding itself.
 170  
 
 
 
Operating outside the institutional circuits and refusing any commercial purpose, the direct 
actions staged by the groups presented above, as well as many others groups or individuals 
that operate outside the institutional and market boundaries, can be read as authentic forms of 
art that have no utilitarian ends. I thus propose to read them as artistic and cultural perfor-
mances that succeeded in escaping any form of commodification, differently from the majori-
ty of performance art today, whose photographic material is evaluated in Fine Art Auction 
Houses.
171
 The actions taken in consideration, as they are staged in a public arena and en-
gaged in politics, can be read, in Arendt‟s terms, as experience of freedom: “The raison d‟être 
of politics is freedom, and its field of experience is action”.172 Such freedom, thus, is rooted 
in the experience of acting, through which we are born differently, we insert ourselves into 
the world again and we put something new and unexpected into motion. Through the Fou-
cauldian practice of self-mastery and self-management, the individual is able to “take initia-
tive” and “act”, locating him/herself into the public stage of humans actions.  
According to Rancière and Arendt, as outlined above, there is no political subject be-
fore political action. The political subject (individual and collective) emerges only as a con-
sequence of political action. “By subjectification I mean the production through a series of 
actions of a body and a capacity for enunciation not previously identifiable within a given 
field of experience”, wrote Rancière.173 Through action the individual “insert him/herself into 
the human world” as a political subject. That means, as Todd May recognized, that the politi-
                                                 
169 Arendt 2005, p. 95.  
170 Yarbrough 2012, p. 14. 
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cal subject “does not pre-exist its own activity”.174 Before such activity the subject is indeed 
only a component of the consensual “police order”.  
Although actions are totally consumed in their immanence and transcend their ends, 
they however, modify the established order of the sensible, affecting the existing flux of hu-
man activities. They thus have a purpose: namely the creation of new subjectivity through 
experimentation, in the constant search for freedom and emancipation. These actions, howev-
er, become means for the affirmation of the “dissensus”. They can be viewed as the persistent 
struggle between police and politics, as indicated by Rancière, as well as as the constant push 
for innovation, the constant process of re-foundation of the democratic system, to which 
Arendt refers to. 
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Conclusions 
 
The aim of this thesis was to produce a critical analysis of subversive artistic practices. I in-
tended to assess if and to what extent creative forms of political direct actions can be consi-
dered forms of artistic and ontological experimentations. Post-anarchism has been used as the 
political-ethical horizon in relation to which to position this kind of artistic subversive ac-
tions. With its ethics of anti-authoritarianism and equal-liberty, post-anarchist movements 
and groups seem indeed to be engaged in a constant revision of the relations of power 
through the ethical practices of freedom and emancipation. The artistic interventions pre-
sented in this thesis are forms of political direct action staged by anti-authoritarian groups 
and movements and can be read as part and result of a process of de-subjectivation and of the 
subsequent process of self-formation, self-mastery and self-organisation that feed autonomy 
and emancipation: “Each tactic or action is already potentially the whole "Path" of autonomy 
in itself”.175 The actions of frontal opposition discussed here are presented as examples of the 
numerous experimental practices that want to produce new subjectivities as means of resis-
tance and emancipation. They are seen as experimental artistic practices of emancipation that 
allow liberty and equality to emerge in unpredictable creative ways. Indeed “taking part in di-
rect action is a radical poetic gesture which can archive meaningful change both personal and 
social”.176 The artistic practices and political actions of these groups represent a powerful 
source of creative and experimental force for rejecting the established formal channels of 
power and for breaking the “police order”.  
Despite there are several differences between the philosophical thought of Jaques 
Rancière, Michel Foucault and Hannah Arendt, they are, in different ways, important for un-
derstanding the actions performed by the groups presented in this thesis. For all these three 
philosophers taken in consideration, politics, like art, is a world-building activity that unfolds 
new subjectivities and alternative modes of living. As a result of the analysis of the concepts 
presented in the previous chapters, one can derive a theoretical framework for contextualizing 
and comprehending such actions. In the third chapter the actions of Voina, Dost je!, Atopie 
and RTS have been considered within Rancière‟s theoretical framework as aesthetic pheno-
mena of “dissensus” and as metapolitical projects of emancipation and subjectivation. The 
fourth chapter provided insight into such actions through the Foucauldian concept of the 
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“care of the self” and “positive critique” which is used to frame these actions as the result of a 
process of conscious self-education leading to a process of emancipation and creation of au-
tonomous subjectivities. Foucault‟s genealogical studies proved that subjectivity is central to 
any form of ethical and political dissent. Foucault‟s philosophy of “care of the self” was 
therefore essential to clarify the self-educational philosophy based on prefigurative ethos, di-
rect action and DiY approach adopted by contemporary anarchist groups such as those taken 
in consideration here. As the result of a process of self-mastery and self-management, the ac-
tions presented in the second chapter are conceived as concrete manifestations of the new 
logic of emancipation depicted by Foucault and Rancière. They represent both an individual 
and a collective attempt to resist to the “police order”, but it is a resistance that gains power 
from the recognition of an undeniable equality. Indeed as Rancière wrote: “we cannot resist 
now, and create equality later (...) To demand equality is to be a victim, even if an angry and 
organized one. Alternatively, to presuppose equality is to be active.”177 By engaging in politi-
cal direct actions the members of Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS refuse the established par-
tition of the sensible with its distribution of roles and arise as new political subjects. The 
foundation, justification and ethics of this notion of political action lie in the principle of 
equality that gives birth to networks of solidarity.  
Finally, in the fifth chapter, Arendt‟s thought of human action provided a theoretical 
context for understanding the importance of these kinds of action in the construction of new 
political subjectivities, which emerge by the very moment of the action. Both Arendt and 
Rancière see politics as a revolutionary action, but, in Arendt‟s philosophy, it leads to a con-
sensual institutionalized political order, whilst Racière depicted a concept of politics as hav-
ing an antagonistic dimension. By understanding politics as the participation in acts of “dis-
sensus”, Rancière affirmed the disruptive nature of politics that exists always in opposition to 
an established order. Such vision presents politics not as a stable structure because in the 
moment politics is institutionalized, a consensual order is established and a political arena is 
delimited.
178
 Political action, according to Rancière, consists in blurring the boundaries be-
tween the political and social/economical spheres, as well as the limitations between rulers 
and ruled. Politics is thus a moment of “dissensus” that occurs in spaces that are not designed 
as political, in the attempt to re-configuring the division of political and not-political.
179
 Poli-
tics becomes the moment when the voices of the outsiders, in this case of Voina, Dost je!, 
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Atopie and RTS, blur such boundaries. On the one hand, the direct actions and guerrilla per-
formances discussed here can thus be seen as acts of “dissensus” that attempt to “maintain the 
struggle at the stage of the struggle”, or in other words, to maintain in “opposition the politics 
and the police”, in the effort to avoid the sterility of consensus. On the other hand, they can 
be viewed as the portrayal of the force aiming to the re-foundation and innovation of the ex-
isting order, as suggested by Arendt in On Revolution. Being skeptical and distant from 
Arendt‟s institutional order, I would rather read these actions as act of “dissensus” within the 
Rancière oppositional framework. In any case, the temporary and evanescent dimension of 
Arendt and Rancière‟s notion of politics is consistent with the temporal and immanent nature  
of affinity groups, guerrilla performances and direct actions and with the concept of “TAZ”, 
whose power of emancipation lies in the act of constantly refunding and reshaping them-
selves. As the result of a process of self-mastery and self-management, the actions presented 
in the second chapter are conceived as concrete manifestations of the new logic of emancipa-
tion depicted by Foucault and Rancière. They represent both an individual and a collective 
attempt to resist to the “police order”, but it is a resistance that gains power from the recogni-
tion of an undeniable equality. Indeed as Rancière wrote: “we cannot resist now, and create 
equality later (...) To demand equality is to be a victim, even if an angry and organized one. 
Alternatively, to presuppose equality is to be active.”180 By engaging in political direct ac-
tions the members of Voina, Dost je!, Atopie and RTS refuse the established partition of the 
sensible with its distribution of roles and arise as new political subjects. The foundation, jus-
tification and ethics of this notion of political action lie in the principle of equality that gives 
birth to networks of solidarity.  
The actions of “Poetic Terrorism” discussed here operate outside the institutional and 
market circuits and are only marginally linked with the art world. Their aim is to introduce 
changes through the experimentation of not-hierarchal ways of relating and living together 
and, therefore, they need to operate outside the institutional circuits. As anarchism attests, au-
tonomy and egalitarian emancipation cannot be contained and experienced within the limits 
of the state and institutional sovereignty that are technocratic and hierarchical by definition. 
This choice allows them to have a greater political effect. As Pablo España recognized, the 
institutional critique that aims to undermine the art system from within has become an empty 
convention that “indicate the total co-optation of institutional critique by the institutions (and 
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by implication and extension, the co-optation of resistance by power)”.181 The actions of 
Voina, Dost je! and many others groups that adopt the same philosophy and tactics, acquire a 
real critical and political effect because they are staged in spaces not officially reserved to art 
and they are not meant to become commodified luxury object. The art that want to be “Poetic 
Terrorism” and, therefore, to affect the political should goes beyond the mere “aesthetic ef-
fect” and beyond its acknowledgment in the field of art. It rather should emerge in the inter-
section of political experimentation and the artistic practice. The direct actions staged by 
Voina, Dost je!, Atopie, Reclaim the Streets  and many others groups extend the notion of art 
beyond its institutional limits. The construction of the wall in front the main entrance of Ba-
sel contemporary art museum by Atopie, as well as Palace Revolution of Voina, were the 
evidence of an art that exists outside the institutional and market circuits. They are the affir-
mation that creativity cannot be restricted by any rule of the market or of the state. They want 
to affirm the infinite power of art that cannot be defined or circumscribed by any intuitional 
or cultural criteria, but it can instead become forms of resistance. These actions intend to 
challenge the criteria of inclusion and exclusion of the art world in particular, and of the dis-
tribution of the sensible in general. From the analysis of these groups it is difficult to identify 
where the political experimentation begins and where the artistic practice ends, because the 
political dimension of their action is indivisible from their artistic praxis. Alexey Plutser-
Sarno stated, “we are making real protest art, which scares the authorities. We are stirring 
young people to action; we are setting an example of public resistance.”182 So as anarchism 
extends the field of politics to anti-politics, the actions staged by these groups aim to extend 
the field of art to anti-art. 
To resist to the continual transformation of capitalism, subversive and struggle prac-
tices need to mutate and transform themselves by creating new conceptual and spatial frame-
works and by experimenting alternative ways of living. Subversion is the element that allows 
us to break the “police order” and to introduce unpredicted changes. Subversion conceived as 
experimentation is what allows us to enter in contact with unorthodox ways of being. Both 
politics and art can indeed be fields of experimentation: art as research and politics as activ-
ism. The production of new subjectivities through experimental practices that break the estab-
lished static order represents the strongest form of resistance. Artistic creations and political 
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experimentations become thus the most effective vehicles and weapons of resistance. They 
produce forms of subjectivation that exceed and escape power and institutional relations. It is 
such surplus that represents the best instrument of insurrection and liberation from power. 
Making art today means experimenting new ways of life, new self-organizational experiences 
and developing autonomous spaces and self-educational paths. The creation of new artistic 
or/and political forms launches new horizons that involve the experimentation of new ways 
of being and of relating to each other. That means that resistance, as Judith Revel stated, can 
be ontology and that ontology is the best form of resistance.  
In this thesis I have analysed direct artistic actions executed by groups from very dif-
ferent and distant countries, because I thought it was important to show the development of a 
universal dimension of resistance. A universal dimension that relies upon a countless variety 
of localised practices of resistance, but which also goes beyond them and allows networks to 
surface on the same shared political-ethical ground. These networks work on the basis of the 
free cooperation of subversive energies that participate as free radicals to a growing collec-
tive dimension in the construction of alternative realities. 
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Appendix  
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Fig. 1: action United Leaves by Dost je!, 7/10/2003 
Photo: Francisco Ciavaglia 
Source: A. Milohnić, “Direct Action and Radical Performance”, Performance Research: A 
Journal of the Performing Arts, No. 10 Vol. 2, (2005) 47-58.  
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Fig. 2: action Erasure by Dost je! 8/10/2003 
Photo: Denis Luka Sarkit 
Source: A. Milohnić, “Direct Action and Radical Performance”, Performance Research: A Journal of the 
Performing Arts, No. 10 Vol. 2, (2005) 47-58. 
Fig. 3: action Erasure by Dost je! 8/10/2003 
Photo: Denis Luka Sarkit 
Source: A. Milohnić, “Direct Action and Radical Performance”, Performance Research: A Journal of the 
Performing Arts, No. 10 Vol. 2, (2005) 47-58. 
 
67 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4: action A Dick captured by FSB by Voi-
na. 14/07/2014 
Source: http://en.free-
voina.org/post/130150471421 
(Accessed on 02/11/2015) 
Fig. 5: Natalia Sokol practising 
for the action A Dick captured 
by FBS 
Source: Source: http://en.free-
voina.org/post/130150471421 
(Accessed on 02/11/2015) 
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Fig. 5:  
Details of the action,   
Photo:  
Source:  
Fig. 6: action Palace Revolution by Voina, 15/09/2010 
Source: Source: http://plucer.livejournal.com/266853.html  
(Accessed on 02/11/2015) 
Fig. 7: action Lettrism Pogrom Voina, 12/06/2009  
Source: http://plucer.livejournal.com/266853.html  
(Accessed 02/11/2015) 
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Fig. 7:  
Details of the action,   
Photo:  
Source:  
Fig. 8: picture of the exhibition organized by Atopie in a squatted house in Basel (after the eviction) 
Source: http://www.tageswoche.ch/de/2015_21/basel/688360, 
(Accessed on 01/11/2015) 
Fig. 9: wall constructed by Atopie in front of Ba-
sel contemporary art museum. 
Source: https://news.artnet.com/art-world/artists-
barricade-entrance-basel-museum-301630  
(Accessed on 01/11/2015) 
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Fig. 10: Reclaim the Streets occupation of Camden High Street in London, 14/05/1995.  
Photo: Nick Cobbing 
Source: J. R. Blanco, „Reclaim The Streets! From Local to Global Party Protest‟, ThirdText, 2013.  
Fig. 11: Reclaim the Streets, 1997.Sand spread on the motorway.  
Photo: Nick Cobbing 
Source http://upper-space.org/politika-art-activism-age-anthropocene/  
(Accessed on 4/10/2015)  
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Fig. 12: Reclaim the Streets, M41 Party, 13 /07/1996. Stilt walkers hiding members of the group while 
planting saplings into the asphalt.  
Photo: Nick Cobbing 
Source: J. R. Blanco, „Reclaim The Streets! From Local to Global Party Protest‟, ThirdText, 2013.  
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